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Abstract
Responding to the identified need for reflection, critique, and evaluations of appreciative
inquiry (AI), a form of action research, this article presents a critical reflection on an
application of AI in a cross-cultural music education research project. AI was selected as it
appeared to both have potential for addressing the complexities related to power im-
balances, ethnocentrism, and coloniality inherent in a project aiming to co-develop music
teacher education in Finland and Nepal, and because its 4D model supported the co-
constructing of visions, which was central to the project. The critical reflection presented
in this article focused on three situations of breakdown that occurred during the research
process. Analysis of these breakdowns highlighted the need for researchers to engage
responsibly in research as participants, account for dreaming as an unevenly distributed
capacity when working with visions or aspirations, and develop skills facilitating col-
laborative spaces that cultivate listening for and appreciating difference. The article
concludes by recognising the limitations of undertaking this reflection independently
rather than collaboratively and by cautioning against the instrumentalization of appre-
ciation, calling instead for sincere appreciation. Overall, the article contends that the
process of identifying and generating new understandings of breakdowns is a powerful
approach for stimulating researcher reflexivity.

Keywords
appreciative inquiry, cross-cultural research, music education research, research ethics,
reflexivity

Corresponding author:
Danielle Treacy, Postdoctoral researcher, Sibelius Academy, University of the Arts Helsinki, P.O. Box 30
00097, Finland.
Email: danielle.treacy@uniarts.fi

https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/14767503211073083
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/arj
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7347-6737
mailto:danielle.treacy@uniarts.fi
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F14767503211073083&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-02-14


Introduction

This article began as a critical reflection on an application of Appreciative Inquiry (e.g.,
Cooperrider et al., 2005; Watkins et al., 2011; henceforth AI), a form of action research,
and its potentials for ethically engaging in cross-cultural research (Liamputtong, 2010). It
therefore responds to the identified need for reflection, critique, and evaluations of AI
(e.g., Grant & Humphries, 2006; Messerschmidt, 2008; van der Haar & Hosking, 2004)
and the criticisms that AI literature is “very often evangelical about its own advantages”
(Dick, 2004, p. 427). Although AI evaluation efforts often focus on its outputs (Grant &
Humphries, 2006), this article focuses on the process, and, more specifically, the
“breakdown[s] in understanding” (Brinkmann, 2014, p. 722) that stimulated researcher
reflection following the project’s completion. Through this reflection, the article extends
beyond its initial aim and responds to the call for action researchers “to contribute to
conversations-for-change about ways of knowing, doing and being” (Bradbury et al.,
2019, p. 9, emphasis original), posing the question: How might generating new un-
derstandings of breakdowns support practitioners in ethically engaging in cross-cultural
research?

Drawing upon work by van der Haar and Hosking (2004), I employ storytelling as the
means to critically reflect on the research process. Following a brief outline of the research
context and the rationale for including AI in the methodology, I recount three situations of
breakdown that caused me “to stop and wonder” when “Something seem[ed] strange,
confusing, and maybe even worrying” (Brinkmann, 2014, p. 723). These stories are
presented with the understanding that narrative inquiry has the power to inform, since
“The moment of disquiet, the instance of unsettling, and the recognition of certainties
troubled may be the very times and spaces where insight takes root” (Barrett & Stauffer,
2009, p. 2). Brinkmann (2014) contends that when something makes qualitative re-
searchers stumble, they should allow themselves “to stay unbalanced for a moment longer
than what is comfortable, for this is where [they] may learn something new” (p. 724). The
three situations of breakdown are therefore intentionally separated from their analyses and
the ethical possibilities they suggest for cross-cultural research practice, not only to “give
readers greater space to form their own judgments” (van der Haar & Hosking, 2004, p.
1032), but to represent the time I required for sense-making in my own journey as a
practitioner. The article therefore attends to the two interwoven tasks of a critical scholar
suggested by Aaron Kuntz (2015): to understand the means by which the breakdowns
arose and to imagine possibilities that extend from these new understandings.

The cross-cultural context framing the methodological choices

The context of this critical reflection is a research project that arose following the adoption
of music as a new subject in the Nepali National Curriculum for lower and upper
secondary school students (ages 12–18). With no formal government-recognized program
of music teacher education in the country, representatives of the Nepal Music Center
initiated collaboration with the Sibelius Academy of the University of the Arts Helsinki.
The resulting collaboration aspired to avoid simply exporting Finland’s model of music
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teacher education to Nepal and other such unidirectional development. Instead, the aim
was to co-develop context-specific music teacher education in both institutions. As part of
this collaboration, a research project involving several sub-projects emerged1. The sub-
project discussed in this article (Treacy, 2020) was conceived as a way of engaging
musician-teachers working in the Kathmandu Valley in the co-development process.
Recognising both the significance of teachers’ visions in their lives and work (e.g.,
Hammerness, 2004, 2006) and the task of contemporary music teacher education to equip
professionals with the capacity to engage with an uncertain future, the sub-project fo-
cussed on musician-teachers’ visions of music education in Nepal. Rather than exploring
the visions of individuals, however, the importance of unified and shared visions in both
teacher education and music teacher education (Klette & Hammerness, 2016; Orzolek,
2015) inspired the co-constructing of visions of music education in Nepal together in
groups of musician-teachers.

The sub-project took place from August 2014 to February 2020. In designing the
methodology, I adopted an anti-colonial stance (Patel, 2014) and, taking guidance from
Liamputtong (2010), aspired to engage in collaborative research at all stages. Stage One of
the project focussed on developing understandings of what was for me an unfamiliar
cultural context. During two 3-week visits to the Kathmandu Valley in 2014 I visited
schools and interviewed school administrators and musician-teachers guided by col-
laborative (Lassiter, 2005) and educational (Pole &Morrison, 2003) ethnography. During
this stage, I worked with the Nepal Music Center and a Nepali employee of this institution
hired to work as a research assistant. Our collaboration supported initiating and building
relationships, negotiating language issues, and learning to conduct the research in a
culturally respectful and appropriate manner. These first visits laid the groundwork for
Stage Two which moved beyond listening to practitioners individually and instead fa-
cilitating spaces for musician-teachers to meet and discuss as a community of experts. As
the focus of Stage Two was co-constructing visions with musician-teachers, I sought an
approach for doing so that aligned with the heightened ethical and moral responsibility
required in cross-cultural research (Liamputtong, 2010). AI appeared to meet these needs.

The turn to appreciative inquiry

AI is a widely used approach to organizational development first introduced as “a
conceptual reconfiguration of action research” (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987/2013, p.
10). In response to the dominant logical positivist frame of the late 1980s, Cooperrider and
Srivastva (1987/2013) proposed this reconfiguration based on two points of contention.
First, they argued that the focus on action in action research, instead of the development of
theoretical knowledge, damaged the potential of action research for social innovation.
Second, they argued that the problem-solving approach to action research was conser-
vative and tied research to the “already known,” thus constraining the imagination and the
potential for generating new knowledge and theory (p. 46). Cooperrider and Srivastva
(1987/2013) thus offered AI as “a research perspective” (p. 53) with four principles: It
should (1) begin with appreciation for the current state of what is, (2) generate applicable
theoretical knowledge, (3) provoke realistic developmental opportunities of what might
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be, and (4) be collaborative (pp. 54–55). In the three decades since this first article, AI and
its guiding principles have developed and evolved with the most influential and widely
accepted (Bushe, 2012) principles now being those identified by Cooperrider and
Whitney in 2001:

1. The Constructionist Principle, meaning that AI is theoretically grounded in social
constructionism;

2. The Principle of Simultaneity that recognizes that inquiry is intervention, thus
inquiry and change are not separate but simultaneous;

3. The Poetic Principle that values the telling and hearing of stories in inquiry and
change processes;

4. The Anticipatory Principle that asserts that current behavior is guided by images,
particularly positive images, of the future; and

5. The Positive Principle which emphasises the importance of positive affect and
social bonding for supporting and sustaining change.

AI aligned with my aspiration to engage in collaborative research, and I was par-
ticularly drawn to its starting point of appreciation, which appeared to have potential for
addressing the complexities of power and ethnocentrism inherent in the project. I had been
concerned, for example, that as a foreign researcher I could be positioned as an outside
expert or evaluator (e.g., Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). Through emphasising an
appreciation of local knowledge, traditions, and educational approaches, I hoped to
instead facilitate equitable research relationships and counter “a colonial way of thinking
in which the other… is defined as lacking and as ‘being-in-need-of’” (Biesta, 2017, p. 89).
Instead, appreciation appeared to support the privileging of voices, experiences, and
expertise of the participating musician-teachers and the positioning of us as equals
learning from and with each other. I thus adopted an appreciative lens already during the
above mentioned ethnographic first stage of the project. Importantly, while much of the
critique of AI is related to its emphasis on the positive, I interpreted appreciation as
respecting and acknowledging what is meaningful for participants (Ridley-Duff &
Duncan, 2015), and honoring the full range of their lived experiences (Fitzgerald et al.,
2010). At no point did I conceptualise AI as “an inquiry into ‘the positive’” (Bushe, 2012,
p. 94), try to maintain a focus on “the positive,” or privilege the positive.

AI took a substantial role in Stage Two, when its 4D model (e.g., Cooperrider et al.,
2005) was used to guide the co-constructing of visions of music education in Nepal with
musician-teachers through a series of 16 workshops over an 11-week period in 2016.
During this stage, research collaboration intensified as I worked closely with a local
musician-teacher hired to work as co-facilitator. In addition, collaboration expanded to
also include a second music institute and a private school. Once this 11-week period
ended and I returned to Finland, collaboration was sustained through: (1) an unsearchable,
members-only Facebook group for ongoing discussion with workshop participants, (2) a
dialogic researcher diary2 with the co-facilitator, and (3) co-authoring with Nepali
partners, including the principal of the Nepal Music Center, the co-facilitator, a member of
the research project’s international advisory board, and a musician-teacher who had
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participated in the workshops. Co-authoring was an integral part of analysis and inter-
pretation as the developing texts became “the centerpiece of evolving, ongoing con-
versation” (Lassiter, 2005, p. 7). In addition, three visits of approximately 1-week each to
Kathmandu took place annually, which included the presentation of (co-authored)
conference papers, seminars for government officials and representatives of education
institutions, and workshops for musician-teachers to discuss research results and article
drafts. These visits aimed to ensure that the research would continue to contribute to the
community (Liamputtong, 2010).

Situations of breakdown

This section stories three situations of breakdown that I identified as part of a critical
reflection on the research process. These situations correspond to different stages of
the project and relate to the consequences of appreciation; the challenges of dreaming;
and unheard voices. Although this approach contrasts with the collaborative ethos
guiding the project and van der Haar and Hosking’s (2004) advice for presenting a
multiplicity of views in evaluations of AI, I take this approach with the understand-
ing that “self-interrogation and reflection [are] key elements in decolonizing efforts”
(Bradley, 2012, p. 411).

The consequences of appreciation

As previously stated, I began to apply aspects of AI during Stage One although the
primary focus of this stage was developing familiarity with what was for me a new context
guided by collaborative (Lassiter, 2005) and school (Pole & Morrison, 2003) ethnog-
raphy. In particular, I emphasized an appreciative approach as I visited schools, observed
music lessons, and interviewed administrators (n = 9), musician-teachers (n = 7), and one
composer of school-specific songs. Moreover, the semi-structured interview guide (Kvale
& Brinkmann, 2009) with musician-teachers was constructed by adapting the AI generic
questions (Cooperrider et al., 2005, p. 25; Watkins et al., 2011, pp. 155–156) with the
addition of some positively framed questions related to specific themes of the research
project. As mentioned above, I considered an emphasis on an appreciation of local
knowledge, experience, and expertise to be one way of facilitating equitable research
relationships and addressing my concern that my visits might be perceived as a form of
external evaluation or foreign interference.

While visiting schools during the beginning of the project, I encountered the school-
specific song practice for the first time. This practice was new to me, having grown up in
Ontario, Canada, and to the Finnish principal investigator of the overarching research
project. We became curious about the practice and started asking questions about it both
informally during conversations on our school visits, and formally in interviews with
administrators and musician-teachers. On a subsequent visit to one of the private schools,
the school administrators informed us that their school song had fallen out of regular use
but that they were now thinking of re-implementing its practice after we raised the topic
during our previous visit. They said that they had done their own research on the song
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following our initial questions, and that “you appreciated it, so we realised that it’s a good
thing to have a school song. So maybe it should be revived…. I didn’t know that it had that
kind of importance” (School administrator). This surprised us, as we had thought that we
had been clear that we were just curious about a practice that was new to us, not that we
perceived school-specific songs as either “good” or “bad.” This unintended consequence
caused us particular concern, and we wondered what we could have done differently to
avoid unintentionally legitimating the practice through our work.

The challenges of dreaming

The second situation of breakdown was related to the unforeseen challenges of facilitating
the Dream phase of AI’s 4D model. As already mentioned, during the second stage of the
research project, this model was used to facilitate a process of co-constructing visions of
music education during a series of 16 workshops, which involved 53 musician-teachers in
three different groups. This model was selected specifically to address a practical
challenge of the research project, co-constructing visions, since this is incorporated in the
model. In brief, the 4D model has four phases: Discovery, Dream, Design, and Destiny.
Cooperrider et al. (2005) describe how the first phase is about Discovering what par-
ticipants deem to be “the best of what is” now. The second phase is the Dream phase in
which participants envision “what might be” if the best moments and experiences dis-
covered in the previous phase were to occur more regularly. In the Design phase par-
ticipants co-construct their ideal future based on a combination of what has worked in the
past and the new ideas they envision for the future. Finally, in the Destiny phase par-
ticipants innovate ways to move towards this ideal (p. 7). Although I had aspired to gather
a small group of musician-teachers with whom to co-design the workshops, the musician-
teachers’ expectations for workshops led by a “foreign expert”who was “supposed to talk
all the time…. know all the things” (Musician-teacher) left this aspiration unmet. Instead,
the workshops were co-designed with the co-facilitator with whom I worked, and in
dialogue with a representative from each institution, the Nepali member of the project’s
international advisory board, and some other local musician-teachers with whom I had
previously developed relationships. This collaboration, combined with what I had learned
about the context during Stage One, supported ongoing reflection on and adjusting of the
application of the 4D model—from small details such as word choice to bigger issues
related to participation and how to facilitate the different phases—while attempting to
attend to the possible ethnocentrism of applying methodologies developed in the USA in
Nepal (for earlier applications of AI in Nepal, see for example, Messerschmidt, 2008;
Odell & Mohr, 2008).

As we began to facilitate the Dream phase of the 4D model, I soon discovered the
expectations I had formed based on literature to be limited. The literature on teachers’
visions (see e.g., Hammerness, 2004) suggests that visions are something teachers have,
and the AI literature suggests that images of an ideal future naturally emerge from the
positive examples shared during the Discovery phase (e.g., Cooperrider et al., 2005;
Cooperrider &Whitney, 2001). Our experience in Kathmandu, however, was much more
challenging and characterized by a need to approach the Dream phase from multiple

Treacy 283



angles. This led to feelings of discomfort as Cooperrider and Whitney (2001) state that a
4D cycle can occur even in a rapid and informal conversation. I thus wondered how and
why we had struggled with facilitating the Dream phase and not been able to meet our
original intention of engaging with the 4D model as a cycle—or perhaps more accurately
as a spiral—and revisiting each of the phases during the workshop series.

Unheard voices

The third situation of breakdown occurred after I had returned to Finland following the
workshops and begun reflexively interpreting (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2009) the co-
constructed visions. During the series of workshops, the challenges that girls and women
encounter while studying music or pursuing a career in music in Nepal had arisen as an
important issue. In response, and in dialogue with some female musician-teachers, I
facilitated3 one additional workshop exclusively for women to discuss the ways they had
overcome challenges related to being musicians. Despite our aim to be inclusive in the
planning and facilitation of the main workshop series, and gender issues being raised as
part of these discussions, and even after facilitating the separate female-only workshop,
none of the resulting co-constructed visions addressed gender issues.

At first, I contemplated if this absence was due to adopting an appreciative lens. In their
discussion of AI, for example, Watkins et al. (2011) assert that “the questions we ask set
the stage for what we ‘find’” (p. 73). Perhaps framing the workshop discussions with
positive questions had therefore led to only positive findings. This, however, did not
appear to be the case. The main workshops and the women’s workshop included animated
discussions about gender issues, and other forms of discrimination permeating the life and
practices of musicians in Nepal, such as social hierarchy based on class and the caste
system. Furthermore, the co-constructed visions themselves addressed several challenges
such as the lack of resources and collaboration between music institutions, and injustices
such as the social stigma associated with music and being a musician in Nepal. If the focus
on appreciation had contributed to building rapport and creating an atmosphere that made
talking about these challenging and sensitive issues comfortable—as has also been found
elsewhere (Duncan & Ridley-Duff, 2014)—I wondered how and why some voices re-
mained absent, silenced, or marginalized in the workshops and resulting visions, and how
we could have facilitated the workshops differently to avoid this.

Possibilities for research practice

As I allowed myself to remain unbalanced and learn from these situations of breakdown, I
turned to theory to consider what insights the breakdowns might generate for improving
research practice. The possibilities that emerged from this process of self-interrogation
were to engage responsibly as participants; to understand dreaming as a capacity; and to
listen for and appreciate difference.
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To engage responsibly as participants

The situation when school administrators considered reviving the school-specific song
practice exemplifies the AI Principle of Simultaneity: That inquiry is intervention and thus
inquiry and change are not separate but simultaneous (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2001).
Awareness of the productive power of research calls upon researchers to not only reflect
on how their questions influence their findings, as suggested above by Watkins and
colleagues (2011). It also calls upon them to consider what their questions and inquiry
make possible. Having framed our inquiry into the school-specific song practice through
appreciation and having taken inspiration for our interview questions from AI’s generic
questions (Cooperrider et al., 2005, p. 25; Watkins et al., 2011, pp. 155–156), our inquiry
was shaped through particular subjectivities, or at the very least perceived as such. Had we
instead balanced our appreciative orientation and questions with more critical questions,
including also asking about the challenges or dissatisfactions administrators and
musician-teachers had with the songs, the outcome may have been very different.
Similarly, during the additional women’s workshop despite being guided by AI we
focussed on discussing ways the women had overcome challenges related to being
musicians, and did not discuss, for example, ways they identified being a woman as an
advantage, which could have potentially offered another important perspective.

The possibility that emerges from this situation for research practice, however, goes
beyond merely ensuring balance between appreciative and critical perspectives, or even
merging critical approaches to research with AI as some of the scholars who inspired the
planning of this project have called for (e.g., Bushe, 2012; Dematteo & Reeves, 2011;
Duncan & Ridley-Duff, 2014; Grant & Humphries, 2006; McArthur-Blair & Cockell,
2012; Oliver, 2005; Ridley-Duff & Duncan, 2015). This is because only attending to
balance keeps the focus on the researcher(s) and fails to also account for the agency and
reflexivity of research participants. As a novice researcher, I focussed on howmy position
as a White researcher from a foreign and internationally esteemed university, in a context
that did not yet have music education or music teacher education at the university level
could position me as an expert in Nepal. I thus consciously sought not to erase local
knowledge and practices to be replaced by my own (e.g., Patel, 2016; Tuck & Yang,
2012), relying on an appreciation of local knowledge, traditions, and educational ap-
proaches to do so. The school administrators’ decision thus surprised me and caused
feelings of shame and embarrassment about this “mistake” I had made, which led me to
try too quickly to recover and return to my interview guide. Looking back, I see how both
my appreciative interview approach—which I also used intentionally to facilitate rela-
tionship building and rapport—and my attempt at a quick recovery unintentionally fa-
cilitated, rather than countered, a logics of extraction (Kuntz, 2015) that I had sought to
avoid. We therefore missed an opportunity to let this situation teach us, together gen-
erating knowledge by engaging in dialogue aimed at better understanding the admin-
istrators’ choice to reinstate the school-specific song, exploring the song’s desirability for
their school community, their motivations, and the degree to which our researcher po-
sitions and questions may have influenced their decision. This would have required a turn
towards the discomfort of the moment “to stay in the frustrating ‘middle ground’.... [and]
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engage with what resists” (Biesta, 2012, p. 95). Interview dialogue such as this is
supported, for example, by (Brinkmann, 2015) in what he calls “epistemic interviews.”
These interviews, he suggests

do not commodify or instrumentalize human feeling, friendship, and empathy (Brinkmann &
Kvale, 2005) .... the interviewers do not try to suck as much private information out of the
respondents as possible without themselves engaging in the conversation with all the risks
that are involved in this. Interviewers become participants in, rather than spectators of, the
production of social life. (p. 238)

Understanding researchers first as participants could have not only resulted in deeper
understandings of the school-specific song practice. It could have also better supported
my aim in this project to engage responsibly and ethically with research participants as
subjects, not objects, and as equals.

To understand dreaming as a capacity

My search to understand the challenges we encountered facilitating the Dream phase of AI’s
4D model were not solved through reflecting on the issue in our dialogic researcher diary and
asking the workshop participants directly about this challenge did not feel appropriate at the
time. When I came across social-cultural anthropologist Arjun Appadurai’s notion of the
capacity to aspire, our challenges seemed less surprising, and I shared his texts with the co-
facilitator and co-authors with whom I worked. According to Appadurai (2006), the capacity
to aspire is “the social and cultural capacity to plan, hope, desire, and achieve socially valuable
goals” (p. 176). Importantly, he (2004) asserts that “like any complex cultural capacity, [it]
thrives and survives on practice, repetition, exploration, conjecture, and refutation” (p. 69).
This assertion aligns with an explanation offered by amusician-teacher in a later discussion of
the challenges of envisioning. He stated that the participating musician-teachers had “never
had that type of experience and their school [had] also never asked how school can be made
better.” Moreover, just as the Discovery phase focuses on sharing stories of success,
Appadurai (2013) contends that the main fuel of the capacity to aspire “lies in credible stories
(from one’s own life-world) of the possibility to move forward, outward, and upward” (p.
214). As this research project was part of the beginning stages of developing music teacher
education in Nepal, however, such stories may have been limited since participants did not
have personal experiences of formal music teacher education in Nepal—as it did not yet
exist—and many had not had music programs in their primary or secondary schools.

Moving beyond the specific context of this project, Appadurai’s ideas may offer
important perspectives for AI practitioners more broadly. The AI literature did not prepare
me to view Dreaming as a capacity. Had it done so, I would have begun the process
expecting that it might be challenging and require flexibility to explore a variety of
approaches if necessary. Of even more ethical concern for AI practitioners, however, is
Appadurai’s (2004) assertion that the capacity to aspire is an unevenly distributed
navigational capacity. According to Appadurai (2004), the better off or more privileged in
any society have more opportunities to practice navigating the relations and pathways
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between ends and means, or aspirations and outcomes—the “pathways from concrete
wants to intermediate contexts to general norms and back again” (Appadurai, 2004, p.
69)—and to share their complex and diverse experiences doing so with each other. This is
particularly important considering AI often emphasizes whole organisation and multi
stakeholder co-creation, during which “it is important to strive for equality of voice” (van
der Haar & Hosking, 2004, p. 1028). Sensitivity to the possibility of diverse experiences
with and capacities to aspire among those involved in an AI process could therefore
support AI practitioners in considering ways diverse stakeholder experiences could be
equally accounted for throughout the process, and how space could be opened for
nurturing and developing this capacity within the process. Although this is particularly
pertinent to AI practitioners, it may be equally of relevance to researchers employing other
approaches to examine or explore visions or aspirations.

To listen for and appreciate difference

Further deliberation about the absence of a co-constructed vision addressing gender issues
suggested that it may have been a result of the focus on consensus-building during the 4D
process. In the workshops, only shared experiences—positive or negative—were at-
tended to by the participants while co-constructing the visions. As only nine of the 53
workshop participants were women, they were a minority within a predominantly male
group, which was reflective of their marginalized positions as musicians in Nepal. This
positioning may have led them to be perceived as what music education scholar Nasim
Niknafs (2021) refers to as “itinerants (non-citizens)” (p. 16). Niknafs (2021) describes
how when seen as “visitors” to a certain space “the values that [itinerants] hold may also
be perceived as temporary and devoid of any moral human obligation” (p. 16). Thus, she
continues, “If their values are seen as impermanent, then there is no consequence for
ignoring difference and reinforcing the same values that have already been institutionally
established” (p. 16). In this way, AI, with its starting point of appreciating “the best of
what is” (Cooperrider et al., 2005, p. 5), risks sustaining and legitimising inequitable
norms, values, and beliefs. Aspirations are, according to Appadurai (2004), culturally
embedded, and teachers’ visions have been found to potentially be culturally biased,
exclusionary, perpetuate stereotypes or suppress alternative possibilities (Hammerness,
2006). As highlighted during the workshops, cultural norms, ideas, and beliefs contribute
to the challenges women encounter when pursuing music as a hobby or career in Nepal
and thus, if seen as itinerants, any gender issues they may have raised in the workshops
may have remained unheard at best, dismissed and disregarded at worst. This may have also
been the case for other minorities—from different musical genres, caste/ethnic groups, and
age groups. A greater awareness is therefore needed of the power imbalances permeating
the consensus-reaching process (Kapoor, 2004), especially considering the aims in the 4D
model of together envisioning what might be and co-constructing an ideal future.

The possibility that emerges from this situation for research practice is to find ways of
moving away from the need for consensus. In the context of AI, it has already been
recognized that “Consensus is not necessary for joint action” (van der Haar & Hosking,
2004, p. 1028), and evidence of this can also be seen following this research project, when
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a group of female musician-teachers organized an all-female concert to raise awareness
and enhance female participation in music in Nepal several months after the workshops
ended. However, if “oppression happens partly through not hearing certain kinds of
expressions from certain kinds of people” (Bickford, 1996, p. 5, cited in Kallio, 2021, p.
171), it is the responsibility of the researcher to aspire to nurture a workshop environment
where offers of different perspectives, along with the potential bravery required for
voicing them, are welcomed with appreciation and curiosity aimed at better understanding
each other. In such spaces “there is the possibility for dissensus to be expressed or
different alternatives to be put forward” (Mouffe interviewed in Carpentier & Cammaerts,
2006, p. 974), and critical group reflection on questions such as “who is heard, and to what
end?” (Burgess, 2006, p. 203, in Kallio, 2021, p. 169) supports the group in identifying
possible absences, silences and causes, to together find ways to make space for hearing
more diverse perspectives. While Grant and Humphries (2006) note that dissensus is
among approaches used by critical theorists, they contend it “appear[s to be] in direct
contrast to the approaches promoted by traditional appreciative inquiry scholarship” (p.
408). van der Haar and Hosking (2004), however, emphasize that while encounters with
difference may lead to ignorance, apartheid, and dominance, they may equally include
“dialogues–listening to other(s)—attempting to keep space open for ‘different but equal’
rather than different and irrelevant, wrong, evil” (p. 1023). Similarly, Niknafs (2021)
asserts that “conversation and intimate listening can generate and sustain a wholesome
ecosystem that can afford every member within the society – and not of the society –

equitable ground from which to experiment, learn, and thrive without any precondition of
citizenship, recognition, or presentation” (p. 22). This is hard work, however, as offering
and listening to diverse perspectives inevitably leads to encounters with resistance. It is
therefore important for AI practitioners, and anyone facilitating similar group research
processes, to develop the skills required to support participants in “endur[ing] the difficulty
and frustration” of staying in the middle ground (Biesta, 2012, p. 98). Skilfully facilitating
wholesome ecosystems in which difference is appreciated will require sufficient space and
time, and sensitivity to the needs of the group and community building within it.

Conclusions

This article has critically reflected on a research process that intentionally made use of AI
in efforts to engage ethically in cross-cultural research. A major limitation of the critical
reflection presented in this article has been that its process was not collaborative, despite
collaboration being a central principle of AI and to conducting ethical cross-cultural
research projects (Liamputtong, 2010). Despite my aspirations throughout the project to
engage in collaborative research as an ethical stance, not all my aspirations were fulfilled.
In addition to the challenges of planning the workshops with local musician-teachers
mentioned above, engaging in collaborative research and co-authoring were influenced by
differences in time commitments—as I was the only one employed full-time in this project
while those with whom I worked had other concurrent responsibilities from their jobs,
studies, or research projects—and differences in our experiences with research and
academic writing. Thus, although we strove for regular communication and honest and
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open dialogue, I cannot be sure of the extent to which those with whom I worked felt free
to suggest alternate interpretations or point out misunderstandings, or to which the
collaboratively written texts that did emerge from this project “help[ed] resolve the
problems of class and privilege” (Lassiter, 2005, p. 7). The individual approach taken in
this article reflects its emergence long after the project concluded and in response to
requests from scholars to learn more about a research approach rarely used in music
education. A collaborative reflection, however, could have better supported the ethical
aspirations of the project and led to the identification of different breakdowns and in-
terpretations. It would therefore be fruitful for future projects to plan to incorporate
ongoing and emergent evaluations—including the identification of and reflection on
breakdowns—as part of the AI process, so that the evaluation is “jointly constructed by
participants, who listen to (rather than talk for) others” (van der Haar & Hosking, 2004, p.
1032).

While AI offered me support as I strove to ethically engage in cross-cultural research,
the process of critical reflection culminating in this article has highlighted not only the
possibilities of appreciation, but also its risks. In this project, appreciation supported
community building and the valuing and privileging of local knowledge and expertise. In
our efforts to learn from and with each other we therefore began by seeking “the beautiful
in the Other” (Davis, 2015, p. 58). However, beyond the potential unintended conse-
quences of appreciation, such as those discussed above, there are also risks that ap-
preciation would be instrumentalized in research. By this I mean that appreciation may be
used only as a tool for building relationships and rapport to extract more personal, and
possibly even painful stories, from those involved in the research. To prevent appreciation
from becoming manipulative, therefore, I emphasize the need for sincere appreciation.
Sincere appreciation is more than an ethical stance, but a relational way of being that
involves openness to learn from experience and through a high degree of reflexivity. Such
reflexivity is fundamental if researchers are to avoid legitimating and sustaining the
current state of what is and instead contribute to imagining and enabling new practices and
possibilities towards a more ethical and socially just future.

The process of identifying and generating new understandings of the “breakdown[s] in
understanding” (Brinkmann, 2014, p. 722) has proven to be a powerful approach to
critical reflection. In some ways, the process culminating in this article can be likened to
appreciative inquiry. Rather than beginning with a discovery of the “best of what [was]”
(Cooperrider et al., 2005, p. 7, emphasis added), however, it began with moving beyond
seeing the breakdowns only as mistakes or failures and instead learning to appreciate
them, guided by the belief in the powerful generative potential of reflecting on them (e.g.,
Barrett & Stauffer, 2009; Brinkmann, 2014). Moreover, the storying of these breakdowns
(Barrett & Stauffer, 2009; Brinkmann, 2014) aligned with AI’s Poetic Principle
(Cooperrider & Whitney, 2001), while my turn to theory to examine them provoked
developmental opportunities (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987/2013) through a rethinking
of research practice and proposing of new possibilities. This has been a long process, for
which I have found support in the words of educational research scholar Leigh Patel, and
in particular her assertion that
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one of the most explicit decolonial moves we can make… is to sit still long enough to see
clearly what we need to reach beyond. This stillness should not be confused with doing
nothing. (2016, p. 88)

Indeed, this stillness allowed me to uncover some of my unrecognized assumptions and
make way for new ideas for research practice to emerge, through an “intimate engagement
and self-awareness” that “chang[ed] [my]self and [my] mental models” (Bradbury et al.,
2019, p. 8). As a result of this reflective process, I therefore bring to future research
projects both new understandings of how to engage responsibly in research as a par-
ticipant and of the need to account for dreaming as an unevenly distributed capacity when
working with visions or aspirations, as well as a strong desire to develop skills in fa-
cilitating collaborative spaces that cultivate listening for and appreciating difference.
These learnings extend beyond influencing my future actions as a researcher, and shape
my very ways of being, not only as a researcher or teacher, but as a whole person in
relation with the world. It is my hope that sharing this critical reflection might also
contribute to the ways of knowing, doing, and being of other researchers.
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Notes

1. Global Visions Through Mobilizing Networks: Co-Developing Intercultural Music Teacher
Education in Finland, Israel, and Nepal (See https://sites.uniarts.fi/web/globalvisions)

2. The dialogic researcher diary was a shared online diary created by the co-facilitator and me to
continue regular discussions, reflect on our developing thoughts and interpretations in dialogue,
ask questions and challenge our own and each other’s thinking. In it we took turns writing and
responding to each other’s reflections weekly for a 6-month period until our attention turned to
crafting our upcoming co-authored conference paper.

3. As the co-facilitator with whom I worked was male, I facilitated this workshop independently to
allow for a female-only space.
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