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Abstract

A growing recognition of the constraints placed upon innovative curriculum development, amongst other areas, prompted academic staff in the Education department at a university in the North West of England to evolve an agreed ‘philosophy’. They sought to develop a more meaningful identity through exploring and capturing the philosophy by which they wished to work and through which they could respond to change. 

The development of the agreed philosophy took place against a background of both external and institutional change. The DfES have signalled radical changes to the ways in which teachers are prepared for the post-16 sector. Consequently, the education department has begun the curriculum development of the new initial teacher training (ITT) qualification in post-compulsory education. Simultaneously, the department finds itself in a university that is itself undergoing considerable change since the granting of university title in 2005 and appointment of a new vice-chancellor in 2006.

One of the key ideas of the ‘philosophy’ centres on critical and creative thinking. The authors of this paper are interested to discover whether this underpinning philosophy can be maintained whilst lecturers are involved in the complex process of developing an ITT curriculum which is subject to the particular demands imposed by external agencies including the Quality Assurance Agency; Standards Verification UK; Lifelong Learning UK; OfSTED and also the department’s partner colleges. The research will explore how (or if) the development of a common philosophy can shape responses to outside pressures, and how (or if) it influences the ways in which the department works. Can critical and creative thinking continue when faced by frameworks which are externally prescribed and regulated? 

Although we are still collecting data from semi-structured interviews and questionnaires, preliminary analysis suggests that the external restrictions placed upon the group have resulted in a strengthening of the relationship between creativity, autonomy and confidence. This has prompted us to examine the idea that conformity can co-exist with creativity, although in our case study the latter appears to be of a more ‘subversive’ and individual kind. There is also a more complex and interesting relationship between individual and collective growth and our capacity for creativity: why did the group feel it necessary to develop the ‘philosophy’ when they did, and how will it continue to foster creativity in teaching and learning? It appears that the opportunity for creativity, in this instance at least, came about through co-operation and shared needs, rather than from individualism. 

Brown (1998) suggests that creativity is aligned with opportunity and ability for critical thought. ‘If we become governed by the rules of academic disciplines or by the emphasis on ‘innumerable skills or criteria of thought’ (p.38), he suggests, then critical thinking and, hence, creativity may be stilted. However, our research indicates that, while this may initially appear to be the case, closer investigation shows a level of individual creativity running in conjunction with external prescription and restriction.
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Developing a new curriculum: ‘chartered street’ or ‘valley wild’?

The chartered streets within which the education of teachers takes place are planned, built and inspected by various agencies external to the university. The streets are carefully maintained by the university educators of these teachers, and this maintenance is currently scrutinised in a manner and to an extent which increases steadily and inexorably.
The development of the streets of teacher education has increased significantly over the last decade, which has witnessed: 

…the introduction of significant policies aimed at regulating the recruitment, training and professional development of teachers in England …in all phases of education [who] have recently faced increased requirements to be accountable to others, to deliver achievement and quality in measurable forms and to submit their work to scrutiny (Bailey & Robson, 2002, p.325). 

The university in this case study has been particularly affected by the changes to the education of teachers who train in the post-compulsory sector. Prior to 2001, choices concerning curriculum and assessment of these student teachers lay with the academics: it was indeed a ‘valley wild’
, the ‘secret garden’ of the curriculum. There was no prescription, professional standards or even any formal requirement for teachers in further and adult education to possess a formal teaching qualification. This changed in 2001 when the latter requirement was introduced. A new national lead body was established. The Further Education National Training Organisation (FENTO)
 assumed responsibility for the development and quality assurance of national standards for teachers in further education. These standards were ‘mapped’ against the teacher education curriculum. Whether the map was a guide around these increasingly policed streets, or a barrier, was initially uncertain. The policing continued in the forms of the Quality Assurance Agency, and latterly, the Office for Standards in Education. 

The streets were becoming crowded, not only by Evans’s ‘bureaucratic Rottweilers’ (2004, p.3), but they were also being redesigned. Narrower, with higher walls, and more exacting measurements. Lecturers and students were getting lost within the maze of performance indicators, standards frameworks, subject specifications, professional standards. Not only were they losing their way, they were forgetting how to think. Whilst the street maps proliferated, creativity was restrained by Blake’s ‘mind-forged manacles’.
  

From the streets into the valley

The increasing bureaucracy, managerialism and loss of autonomy within all sectors of the UK’s education system continue to be major areas of discussion. A growing recognition of their situation prompted the academic staff in this case study to think carefully about a means by which they could maintain creativity in all areas of their work at the same time as navigate the ever-changing streets. The means was the evolution of an agreed ‘philosophy’. This was achieved through a series of educational development sessions. Macdonald  (2002, p.3) distinguishes between staff development and educational development, the latter involving a more holistic approach rather than implying ‘…workshops and trainer-led content…’ (Baume and Baume, quoted in Macdonald, 2002, p.4). The ideas which emerged were written down, after protracted discussion, as a description of the ideas and values considered central to the work of the educators and their students. There was much debate over terms like ‘teaching’ and ‘training’, discussed against the current imperative of ‘professional prescription’ (Carr, 2006, p. 175); however there was unanimous agreement that continuing professional development for both educators and students in the department should be:

…a matter of education as well as training – serving precisely to equip teachers with an independent, confident and critical voice in the wider ethical and political conversation about the ultimate moral and social purposes of education.’ (Carr, 2006, p. 176)

This description, or ‘philosophy’, could perhaps lead the way out of the streets and into the valley, thus providing us with a different kind of map. 

The journey: maps and the carnivalesque

Originally our interest lay in the exploration of how (or if) the development of the common philosophy would be able to shape responses to outside pressures, and how (or if) it could influence the ways in which the department works. The key question remains: can critical and creative thinking continue when faced by frameworks which are externally prescribed and regulated? The discussion of this question follows later in this paper, and is based on discourse analysis of semi-structured interviews and a survey of academic colleagues. Our analysis will suggest that lecturers respond quite differently to the increasing prescription and regulation of, in this case study, the teacher training curriculum, and we identify three broad categories into which these responses fall. However, we also reflect upon the idea that, paradoxically, it is these same external restrictions which resulted in a strengthening of the relationship between creativity, autonomy and confidence, made tangible through the ‘philosophy’. We will examine the reasons why the group felt the need to develop the philosophy when they did, before we discuss the data analysis. In this case study at least, it appears that the opportunity for creativity and critical thought has developed through co-operation and shared, as opposed to individual, needs. These needs are expressed within a context of anxiety concerning academic professionalism, identity, autonomy, and the demand for internal and external accountability. The latter creates time restraints and can be a barrier to developing what Helsby terms a ‘culture of collegiality’ (1999, p.114). One lecturer observed: 

…there was a time when we did have regular times together. [The philosophy is] coming out of desperation… we are disparate and desperate. Who are we working with? Who are we? Common identity has come about because of one or two people who take it seriously enough.

This view was echoed by another respondent who also reflected on past times:

In the past we had an inclusive approach – but I don’t see any alternative. The freedom that we had before when we were not on the government’s radar. People were concerned in the past about maintaining what we had before. Now there is very little opportunity to do anything beyond the parameters that have been set.

On a superficial level these commentators could be accused of reminiscing about  a golden age: singing a ‘lengthy hymn to the departed university’ (Evans, 2004, p. 2). Evans, however,  points out that the past should not be invoked ‘as an attack on the present’ but urges us to consider the present as a ‘distortion of the values of the academy… a shift from a collective world in which independent and critical thought was valued, to a collective world in which universities are expected to fulfil not these values but those of the marketplace and the economy’ (p.3). The lecturers quoted here are examining this shift, and are now trying to understand how they have wandered from the valley to find themselves in the chartered streets of teacher education. But on a positive note, these wanderings have resulted in the creation of a common identity which could prove to be an effective map within the streets. The individual can utilise this map in the way most suited to their particular response to the streets, depending on whether they are a ‘map follower’, a ‘map-maker’, or a ‘circumventer’: terms which we will discuss later. 

The theme of ‘common identity’ is apparent in much of the discourse. When phrases such as ‘collegial manner’, ‘collective approach’, ‘democratic process’, ‘unifying effect’, ‘brought the department together’, are considered together with one interviewee’s observation that he adopts a ‘subversive approach’ in the classroom, the discourse becomes that of the carnivalesque. Atkinson (2003, p. 5) makes some wry observations about responses to government initiatives in staff meetings, adding, ‘Maybe laughing would be a good start. Maybe a bit of Carnival is what we need.’ Carnivalesque is ‘collective in feeling and popular…and questioning of authority’ (Selden, 1989, p.167) and we suggest that the group felt both of these needs: to develop a common identity, and to offer some resistance to governmental discourses of policy and accountability. The result was the philosophical statement, although respondents differed in their ideas as to whether the philosophy would be resilient in the face of what one lecturer termed ‘an unstoppable steam roller whose direction can only marginally be influenced by us.’ As discussed above, attitudes differ according to which ‘response category’ lecturers fall into: the map-makers see the philosophy as a ‘creative pedagogy of resistance’ (Gale, 2003, p. 165) which could have some influence over the design of the chartered streets. ‘Hopefully our statement will challenge this narrow notion/definition of education’ was a comment on one questionnaire. 

However, our research shows that there is a pressing need to reclaim academic autonomy. Autonomy is generally accepted as one aspect of teacher professionalism, and Robson comments that ‘[t]he concept of autonomy has a particular salience amongst university teachers’ (2006, p. 12). In our case study, one respondent refers to the erosion of autonomy and another describes herself as creative but not autonomous. This loss of control over the curriculum design of post-compulsory teacher education can be considered in the context of Ball’s ‘policy technologies’ (Ball, 2001b, quoted in Gale, 2003, p. 166):

…policy technologies can be examined in … relation to the way in which they overtly influence the manner in which curriculum development is carried out, teaching styles are chosen, learning outcomes are linked to assessment and so on. Second, they can be examined in relation to the way in which they covertly influence the thinking, attitudes and values, in short, the professional identity and practice style, of all those involved in education. (Gale, 2003, p.167)

It is the latter examination which is of interest to this case study, as it seems that the need to reflect upon and develop both an individual and a group ‘professional identity’ in response to the restrictions imposed by the ‘policy technologies’ has, at least in the early stages of this research, been fulfilled. We will now examine how we feel the philosophy could continue to foster creativity in teaching and learning, with reference to the particular contextual factors which Helsby considers are key in determining creative responses to policy implementation: ‘the most significant of these are teachers’ professional confidence, the availability of both space and time for reflection and a strong culture of collegiality’(1999, p.114).

Professional confidence: using the maps differently
As discussed earlier, our data suggests that lecturers respond differently to the increasingly prescribed curricula for post-compulsory teacher training. However, within that spectrum we have identified three broad responsive categories which resonate with our earlier discussion about ‘maps’. Interviews show that there are those who consider the prescriptive nature of their work to be generally positive; a tighter structure, rather than being restrictive, is seen as providing a secure framework within which one may be confident about individual creativity in the form of improvisation, while maintaining overall fidelity to the given curriculum: these, we call the ‘map followers’. On the other hand, there are those who feel that HE should have a more fundamental role in deciding how teachers should be trained. Their concern and their creativity are around influencing and shaping policy. We call these the ‘map-makers’. Finally, we have the ‘circumventers’ who acknowledge the need for maps, yet give them scant regard. ‘Circumventers’ appear to use the map as a rough guide to which they may refer from time to time. It seems that circumventers gain satisfaction by straying from the path or by allowing the terrain to dictate their pace and approach, while maintaining a distant eye on the final destination. These three categories: map-makers, map followers and circumventers, sit well with Boden’s (2001) approaches to creativity. According to Boden, combinational creativity uses old ideas in unexpected or unfamiliar ways. This type of creativity needs a ‘rich source of old ideas’ (p.96) and equates to our category of ‘circumventers’. Exploratory creativity, on the other hand, appears to be related to tinkering or improvising with an existing set of rules – an approach that we associate with ‘map followers’,  whereas transformational creativity involves a more fundamental change to the rules and would sit well with our ‘map-makers’. Weick (1995) suggests that ‘maps’ help people to make sense of puzzles and dilemmas. Indeed, Weick suggests that even if a map is unsuitable, it may, nevertheless, provide security and direction. So, perhaps map-following and the more tentative nature of exploratory creativity may be associated with feelings of apprehension and insecurity (Oyserman, 2006). We might assume that map followers are uncomfortable with ambiguity, whereas circumventers are more confident or familiar with the subject area and in their interpretation of curriculum content. Also, paying scant regard to policy implementation may help to reduce tension, since change, and thus stress, is avoided. Paradoxically, however, a strict adherence to policy may also be a strategy for stress-reduction, since one has the security of doing what is being asked. It is likely that circumventers fall into the former category and map-followers will be found in the latter. While in the past there has been a tolerance of differences, the development of a shared philosophy may have been precipitated by a growing concern that forthcoming changes have the potential to create fissures which would weaken our collective ability to deal with the stresses that policy change may bring. Helsby’s call for a ‘strong culture of collegiality’ was, perhaps, being anticipated.

Culture of collegiality: using the maps together

Trowler’s (1998) research into academic life in a new university may shed some light on our analysis. In his exploration of responses to policy change, Trowler concluded that, rather than ‘vision’ being exposed from the top, it is more productive to have ‘…a shared vision …that attracts broad commitment because it reflects the personal vision of those involved’ (p. 154). Trowler refers to this as ‘ownership’, which he says, ‘is mercurial in character and understanding [and] is almost always fuzzy initially’. Given that our philosophy is also, intentionally, fuzzy, we can see that this is not likely to have the same appeal as the ordered nature of well specified criteria. Furthermore, ownership is also dependent upon opportunity for collective thought. All interviewees were positive about the educational development sessions; they had had a ‘feel-good-factor’. However, as one interviewee commented, they were more in the form of therapy, rather than having any real connection with operational matters. Broadly speaking, it seems that circumventers enjoyed the philosophical developments because of the latter’s ‘fuzzy’ status, whereas map-followers enjoyed the social get-together, the feeling of carnival,  but did not feel that the philosophy would have any real impact on policy implementation. 

Brown (1998) suggests that creativity is aligned with opportunity and ability for critical thought. ‘If we become governed by the rules of academic disciplines or by the emphasis on innumerable skills or criteria of thought’ (p.38), Brown suggests, then critical thinking and, hence, creativity may be stilted. Critical thinking is ‘inherently communicative’ (Brookfield, 2005, p.250) and relies on ‘an emergent collective wisdom that may influence … ideas and beliefs’ (Palmer, 1998, p.76). Helsby (1993) cites an example of an episode in educational history when a new educational initiative (TVEI)
 was proposed by government. In contrast to our impending competence-based and finely tuned policy, Helsby describes a policy that was proposed, but had only vague outcomes and few criteria. Emerging from this came a ‘heady atmosphere of grassroots creativity’ (p.80), characterised by innovative approaches to teaching and learning, increased co-operation across and between institutions and, suggests Helsby, hierarchical power and control appearing to move downwards into the schools and colleges. After a short period of ‘openness and professional creativity’ came the introduction of a new qualification framework (National Vocational Qualifications), which were considerably more authoritarian and conformist in terms of pedagogic interpretation and thus eliminated the need and opportunity for collegiality and co-operation. 

Some members of the department were concerned, not only about the tenor of the forthcoming teacher training course, encapsulated by one respondent as ‘competency-led drivel’ from which ‘there’s no escape’, but there was also concern about ‘lack of time’ or ‘reduced opportunity for collaboration’, without which the aforementioned ‘unstoppable steam roller’ would result in the values of our philosophical statement ‘withering away’ or becoming a statement that would simply ‘collect dust’. There appears to be contrasting views about the need and purpose of a collectivist approach. Some respondents felt that the development days had been important – but only in a social sense. The sessions were regarded as a ‘bubble of enthusiasm’ in the carnivalesque sense: but the opportunity for change and challenge was temporary, not permanent. However, other respondents saw the days as something more fundamental: a ‘cornerstone for all our discussions and a starting point [for our] community of enquiry’. Broadly, it seems that circumventers saw the purpose of the development meetings as establishing shared values on which they could move forward. An important aspect of this, expressed by circumventers, is that the collectivism continues, whereas map followers felt that although the development days were useful in maintaining departmental contact, the sessions were viewed as alongside the development of the new course, rather than being either fundamental to the way we work with the new specifications or necessary for guiding the way through which the new course would be interpreted. It seems that map followers see the philosophy as ‘outside’ the operational work of the department whereas circumventers wish to see the philosophy as central to the way we plan and implement policy. For circumventers, collectivism appears to be more necessary. Their need for a ‘consensual vision for the future’ (Trowler, 1998, p.154) requires opportunity to experiment and reflect in a collective sense, which also equates with Helsby’s factors for creativity which are ‘space and time’ (1999, p.144).

Space and time: thinking about the maps

Several respondents expressed surprise that management had allowed time to be given to the development days. We have already noted that, over recent years, changes in management, course structure, timetabling and accommodation have all conspired to reduce opportunity for staff to engage in either casual or formal social settings. As new members of staff arrive, therefore, it is increasingly difficult for them to learn from the social situation since they are denied opportunities for gradually being absorbed into the cultural milieu of the department (Lave and Wenger, 1991). We could suggest that, without reference to this type of social, cultural map, some new staff members will focus on the more reliable and predictable map provided by prescribed curricula and there will be a shift towards individualism which ‘implies that judgement, reasoning and causal inference are generally toward the person rather than the situation or social context’ (Oyserman,  2006 p.354). There appears to be a paradox arising from our data; we see that map followers are tending to be more individualistic – a characteristic that we may have expected from circumventers. However, as Oyserman (2006) points out, individualism suggests that one may stand aside from the social milieu, whereas collectivism implies that groups and group harmony are important and strength comes from the social context. Responses from circumventers would lead us to believe that continuity of ‘philosophy’ meetings is for them of greater consequence than it is for map followers. In other words, collectivism may support combinational creativity, whereas exploratory creativity is more likely to be a feature of an individualistic culture. 

Esquivel and Hodes (2003) suggest that we are facing a ‘slump’ which is characterised by ‘a decrease in originality, concurrent with an increase toward conformity of thought’ (p. 137). Our prediction is less pessimistic. Our case study indicates that creativity will continue, but it will be of an exploratory nature: ventures from the streets into the park perhaps, or explorations of side streets which are, nevertheless, well chartered. In the absence of a collective culture, combinational creativity will become more difficult and transformational creativity will be impossible. Combinational and transformational creativity need the confidence and collectivity for critical thinking, and critical thinking needs imagination – which can be used as ‘a resource to expel dominant ideology’ (Shor and Freire, 1987, p.185). Interviews with map-makers reveal that they have recognised the inevitability of a future which restricts their independence and creativity and have determined to turn their attention to creating maps for different courses. There is a belief that it will not be in our interest to follow maps and this work must be devolved to other sectors. Map makers are searching for uncharted and more challenging terrain in which to plan academic routes. E.F. Schumacher (1997) in his Guide for the Perplexed warns of the unreliable nature of both real and philosophical maps. Schumacher maintains that throughout his school and university life he was given ‘maps of life and knowledge on which there was hardly a trace of many things I most cared about and that seemed to me to be of the greatest possible importance for the conduct of my life’ (p.9). The establishment of our philosophical statement has encapsulated the values that we most care about and articulates what we consider to be most important. Key words in this statement are creativity and community of enquiry. Our data suggest strong links between these two but without the latter we feel that creativity may continue – but it will remain within chartered street rather than valley wild.

References

Atkinson, E. (2003) ‘Education, postmodernism and the organization of consent’, in Satterthwaite, J., Atkinson, E., and Gale, K. (eds.) Discourse, Power and Resistance: Challenging the Rhetoric of Contemporary Education. Stoke on Trent: Trentham Books

Bailey, B. & Robson, J. (2002) ‘Changing Teachers: a critical review of recent policies affecting the professional training and qualifications of teachers in schools, colleges and universities in England’, Journal of Vocational Education and Training, Volume 54, Number 3, 2002

Boden, M.A. (2001) ‘Creativity and Knowledge’, in Craft, A., Jeffrey, B., and Leibling, M. (eds.) Creativity in Education London: Continuum

Brookfield, S. (2005) The Power of Critical Theory for Adult Learning and Teaching Maidenhead: Open University Press 

Brown, K. (1998) Education, Culture and Critical Thinking. Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Ltd.
Carr, D. (2006) ‘Professional and personal values and virtues in education and teaching’, Oxford Review of Education, Volume 32, No. 2, May 2006

Esquivel, G.B. and Hodes, T.G. (2003) ‘Creativity, Development and Personality’ in Houtz, J. (ed.) The Educational Psychology of Creativity. New Jersey: Hampton Press Inc.

Evans, M. (2004) Killing Thinking: The Death of the Universities. London: Continuum

Gale, K. (2003) ‘Creative Pedagogies of Resistance in Post Compulsory (teacher) Education’, in Satterthwaite, J., Atkinson, E., and Gale, K. (eds.) Discourse, Power and Resistance: Challenging the Rhetoric of Contemporary Education. Stoke on Trent: Trentham Books

Helsby, G. (1993) ‘Creating the Autonomous Professional or the Trained Technician? Current Directions in In-service Teacher Support’, Evaluation and Research in Education Vol.7, No.2

Helsby, G. (1999) Changing Teachers’ Work. Buckingham: OU Press

Huberman, M. (1995) ‘Professional Careers and Professional Development’ in Guskey, T.R. and Huberman, M. (eds.) Professional Development in Education. New York: Teachers College Press

Leach, J. (2001) ‘A Hundred Possibilities: Creativity, Community and ICT’, in Craft, A., Jeffrey, B., and Leibling, M. (eds.) Creativity in Education. London: Continuum

Lucas, B. (2001) ‘Creative Teaching, Teaching Creatively and Creative Learning’ in Craft, A., Jeffrey, B., and Leibling, M. (eds.) Creativity in Education. London: Continuum

Macdonald, R. (2002) ‘Educational development: research, evaluation and changing practice in higher education’, in Macdonald, R. and Wisdom, J. (eds.) Academic and Educational Development. London: Kogan Page

Nolan, V. (2000) ‘Educating a Nation of Innovators’, in Nolan, V. (ed.) Creative Education. Buckingham: Synectics Education Initiative

Oyserman, D. (2006) ‘High Power, Low Power, and Equality: Culture Beyond Individualism and Collectivism’ Journal of Consumer Psychology, 16(4), 353-357 available on http://www.sitemaker.umich.edu/culture.self/files/Oyserman_(2006)_JCP.pdf accessed on 3/11/06

Palmer, P. J. (1998) The Courage to Teach. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Inc.

Price, G.M., Weaver, W.T., and Logan-Price, K. (2000) ‘Liberating Creative Potential’, in Nolan, V. (ed.) Creative Education. Buckingham: Synectics Education Initiative

Robson, J. (2006) Teacher Professionalism in Further and Higher Education. London: Routledge 

Selden, R. (ed.) (1989) Practising Theory and Reading Literature. London: Harvester Wheatsheaf 

Shor, I. and Freire, P. (1987) A Pedagogy for Liberation. New York: Bergin and Garvey

Trowler, M. (1978) Academics Responding to Change. Buckingham: SRHE and Open University Press

Weick, C. (1995) Sensemaking in Organisations. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications Ltd.

� � William Blake, Songs of Innocence and Experience


� “Introduction”, Songs of Innocence, 1789


�  Part of Lifelong Learning UK (LLUK) since January 2005


� “London”, Songs of Experience, 1794


� Technical and Vocational Initiative – designed to encourage a more positive response to vocational education for post-16 school children





