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Collaboration in Process 
Developing The Unexpected Journey 
Catherine Clinger and Karen Waldron, arts and literature faculty members, respectively, talk about the process of developing 
this fall's team-taught course: the Unexpected Journey: Art, literature, and history on the Road in nuevo México. the three-
credit class is comprised of Catherine's Art and Culture in northern new Mexico, Karen's native American literature with a 
Focus on New Mexico, and the co-taught Processing the Unexpected Journey, with a three-week field experience in northern 
new Mexico.
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Catherine Clinger: Our collaboration actually developed informally through 
students.

Karen Waldron: There was an increasing pattern of students working with both 
Catherine and me. In talking with them, we discovered resonances, as if we were 
tag-teaming — not quite filling in each other's blanks — 

Catherine: But building bridges that brought similar patterns into greater 
consonance within the work. 

Karen: Frequently our students were taking classes from both of us, referencing 
ideas between our classes and also extending those ideas, stretching them, so 
that we were in a virtual conversation. So we thought, Why don't we meet together? 

Catherine: And then we began co-supervising projects — 

Karen: And in that process of co-supervising — stretching out each other's 
intellectual responses, but also learning from each other — we discovered a 
thread of simpatico thinking. We are each very aware of different historic, artistic 
periods, but neither of us says, "I am a cubist" or "I am a deconstructionist." 
There's an ability to expand the conversation from recognizing these categories 
and exposing and exploding and complicating them — 

Catherine: So I tried to seduce her: Why don't we do a course together? 

Karen: And I thought, that would be awesome — 

Catherine: And why not make it a big course — why not go somewhere? We 
didn't want to just provide the opportunity for an experience. We want to have 
an experience together, creating new spaces for discourse. And we thought, let's 
have an experience within the US political borders — 

Karen: That is complexly multicultural — 

Catherine: Our ideas have changed a lot. I'm really doing a history of the region, 
a survey of cultural traditions, with loads of visual imagery: paintings, prints, 
ceramics, sculptures, architecture — 

Karen: Each of our courses has become more interdisciplinary through our 
conversations. We decided we'll go to each other's classes and read each 
other's materials, so we can immerse ourselves in the experience along with the 
students, modeling for them how deeply you can develop ideas and work from 
inspirations. 

Catherine: The idea is that all of us will be together learning in concert with one 
another. The three courses enable an ecology of experience, one that furthers a 
deeper understanding of the myriad of subjects through which we peer into this 
cultural space. 

New Mexico is a very old place with a long history that is described through 
indigenous stories in ancient images and modern texts. The native peoples have 
had their world ripped apart, and yet there's an integrity to their being there 
because they've always been there and will always remain part of this landscape. 
I lived and taught in New Mexico and found myself wanting to return in a 
different context — on a journey with these wonderful people. 

Karen: And I've never been to New Mexico. My access is through the literature, 
which makes clear and visceral how much the stories arise from and take place 
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in and on a particular land: 
there are white settlers, 
Hispanics, Native Americans, 
all interacting in this one 
space, seeing the land and 
their relationships. By having 
an immersion experience 
ourselves we can challenge 
our students and offer a 
tag-team effect that is really 
interdisciplinary. The work 
will rely heavily on what we're 
observing through our own 
eyes. We want an experience 
that will be incredibly 
complicated — 

Catherine: With no easy 
resolution. There needs to 
be a sense of political-social 
cooperation among the three 
dominant groups that live in 
New Mexico. Our students are 
going to be witnessing that 
interaction while they are in 
the process of beholding — as 
individuals as well as with their 
COA colleagues — all within an 
immense physical and cultural 
landscape — 

Karen: The students will make 
their way through issues of 
cultural appropriation and 
guilt, and we're going to 
be putting them in a place 
where they are going to 
have to wrestle with deep 
challenges — how is this 
changing us, how can we 
incorporate the changes that 
we are experiencing, what 
are our biases, what thoughts 
and feelings have to come 
together, how do scholars deal 
with themselves as conduits of 
perception and knowledge?

Catherine: And we will talk 
about the contested symbols 
of the spirit of the place. 
There's a strong Catholic 
influence in New Mexico 
— a land of serpents and 
sacred mountains, santos, 
and kachinas. People read 
them conventionally as being 
fixed, eternal. I'm hoping that 
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our students learn that traditions 
are living and changing. There is no 
termination point in the formation of 
place — our journey will mirror the 
incessant invention of place, culture, 
landscape.

Karen: We want students to look 
for satisfaction in making their 
own discoveries. This is part of the 
idea of COA as a graduate school 
for undergraduates — confronting 
the self, doing the intellectual work 
that is exciting and transformative 
because you are changing yourself 
and learning, and realizing they have 
to happen together. 

Catherine: Another thing that Karen 
and I arrived at is that we need to 
have the space to absorb and rest and 
sit with the experiences — incorporate 
the outer and inner landscapes.

Karen: We have to let the unconscious 
work. We emphasized that from the 
very beginning. The field experience 

is in the first third of the term so that 
we can have plenty of contemplative 
time, workshop time, to try artistic 
techniques, and time to discuss how 
we are processing oral, written, and 
visual material. We will discuss the 
process of processing to learn how 
to dive into that kind of learning 
and show how much it's worth it to 
tackle real questions, how hard that 
engagement is, and that it's a risk — 

Catherine: So you can't be lazy.

Karen: We're talking about the value 
of struggles. Each student has to 
come up with a project that has to be 
substantial — each has to take their 
own work seriously. 

And that's some of what comes 
from our conversations. Having 
this constant stretching is the most 
intellectually satisfying aspect of 
teaching, it happens with teacher and 
students, but more in team-teaching, 
where there are more variables.

Catherine: Personally, it's a goal of 
mine in my new role as associate 
dean for academic affairs in long-term 
curriculum planning to advocate for 
more courses like this. We already 
have such courses, but I would like 
to see more intensive and immersive 
experiences — 

Karen: So students can learn how to 
read a landscape — 

Catherine: And consider how it is read 
by the folks that are present, turning 
the pages of these places. 

… I could name zillions of examples 
of why I'm so glad I'm here at COA, 
and Karen Waldron is definitely one of 
them.

Karen: When you find a relationship 
that's satisfying and challenging and 
interesting that also can work in a 
teaching setting — why not? 
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