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Imaginative Castings: The Emergence of New Practice
‘Imaginative Castings’ traces some of the thoughts and experience of leading The School of Arts and New Media (University of Hull), formed through a merger of the School of Arts (Theatre, Performance, Music Technology, Digital Arts, English) and the Centre for Internet Computing.  The new department is part of a wave of activity popular among Academic Managers wherein Art meets Science. This is a fashionable idea equally espoused by many and vilified by many.  It is certainly a source of creative uncertainties and a degree of anxiety among those who are of the disciplines concerned with regard to identity and future development.  The decision to merge was given not sought; the complexity of this as an imposition is leading to new experiences on and of uncertain ground. 
I took up the role of Head of Department on the 1st August 2006, the day it was formally constituted, having been the Head of the School of Arts for two years.   My role, as I see it, is about creative facilitation, linking disciplines, personal sensibilities, management styles, university policy and student experience.  I have to balance a legacy that sees me answerable to three Deans, in a climate of restructuring within the university. This too is becoming an ever more familiar phenomenon in the sector.  The department itself is on a campus sited in Scarborough, 44 miles north of Hull.  The distance provides opportunity and issue at one and the same time.  We are removed from much of the politics of the university though deeply embedded in the politics that surrounds the existence of the smaller campus.  We have a distance that allows for innovation but we often struggle to bring our agenda to centre stage.  
So, if  ‘ …what we experience depends in part on what nets we cast,’ (Eisner, 1982, p 41) then the importance of ‘imaginative castings’ cannot be overstated.  The ‘castings’ made in the instigation of a new academic department are inevitably influenced by a range of preferences, whether these are institutional or personal.  Negotiating the relationship between these two sometimes disparate partners is complex.  The task is to ‘make it work’, to establish the new operation, in close and yet, as many see them, distinct domains.  In terms of conforming to the administrative requirements of the university it could be seen as a straightforward task.  ‘Making it work’ in terms of creatively reassessing fundamental modes of generative engagement in learning, teaching and research to promote innovative practice in an inter-disciplinary department which in the end needs to have its own intrinsic worth, is something different.
It is often argued that by the softening of disciplinary boundaries a sense of synergy between practices can be developed.  The tentative agreement we have so far is to identify ‘smart boundaries’, which allow an exchange of ideas across whilst acknowledging the particular identifying features of each discipline. It is a difficult place for many academic colleagues who fear what they perceive as ambiguity, risk and loss of identity.  What I apprehend instead is summed up well by Hickman (1998) who, quoting Dewey, sets out what underscores my approach to the creative endeavour of managing change.  He suggests that we should incorporate our ideals into our daily practical experience, where these can become powerful forces in teaching us to be both mindful and meaningful in our endeavours.  My research interests touch base here, which centre on the nature of aesthetic experience.   My attitude is to promote the involvement with experience that is both intellectual and emotional, working towards an understanding and cohesion that extends thought, stretches the mind, and offers the possibility of leading us into new territory (Diffey, 1986). 
There are intricate borderlands that exist between the practices in these different disciplines.  It isn’t about fixity but rather actively appreciate spatial/conceptual tensions and frictions.  It is about being comfortable in allowing ideas to be ‘suspended’ in order to provide opportunity for them to be explored.  This sense of incubation in this non-linear process is difficult for many who find themselves having to revisit decisions.  Where emotional intelligence exists it is at a premium.  Those people who deal well with complexity seem to be finding a voice.  In this task I find resilience in the ideas of Bohm (1996) on collaborative communication, Halprin (1995), on collective creativity, Dewey (1934) on aesthetic education.  These fit easily with the avid experimenters in the department who continue to question any number of limits, boundaries and received assumptions.

The multiple realities of the department oscillate in the unsettled new configuration.  Similarities and differences of views cross, refract, collide and blend and will ultimately emerge as something new.  In this situation I continue to work within what I see as a consensual framework of support, guidance and academic leadership.   The pivotal work of the department is to provide a distinctive student experience, one that meets and surpasses the expectations of both student consumers and University quality frameworks.  The intention is to support individual development through what I see as increased aesthetic awareness and the consequent personal empowerment.  An essential component of this activity is in providing education as a process of 'futuring' (Greene, 1988), which is different from the Spencerian (1896, p 32) view of ‘functional value’ in education which targets preservation in the evolution of society.
How do we deal with the apparent contradictions of preserving and supporting the development of individuals exposed to an educational system that serves many ‘masters’, whether they be economic, political, or ethical?  There are few proposals that outline the creation of the articulate public that Dewey (1934) favoured, but there is an increasing awareness of what might be called ‘minimal selves’, resulting from impoverished educational opportunity (Lasch, 1984).  
My aim as the academic leader of the department is to remain alert to multiple view points at large and to promote change and development in our response to the overloaded education market.  It has to be about the opportunity for creative engagement in learning, converting ‘…the continuity of drabness into the setting for sparkling vitality’ (Ginsberg, 1986, p 63).  I address decision-making as a crystallizing. Richardson (1994) argues that crystals are multidimensional, subject to change and alteration but never amorphous.  They give a sense of form and complexity that contributes substantially to my deepening awareness of optimal experience.  
As an academic working in a creative environment, I have to acknowledge and encourage my staff to expect to be more than a provider and keeper of factual information. In creating environments to foster thinking and learning, there is a need to ensure trust and a place of safety.  My aim is to evolve progressive, cohesive education frameworks, where the time to develop critically reflective habits of mind is given a prominent place. Burton, Horowitz, & Abeles (2000, p229) make useful reference to what they call 'constellation competencies' involving, creative thinking, fluency, originality, focused perception, and imagination.  These they say are grouped to form constellations in pedagogical contexts, requiring individuals to take '…multiple perspectives, layer relationships, and construct and express meaning in unified forms of representation'.  These higher-order competencies are accompanied by other dispositions such as: risk taking, task persistence, ownership of learning and perceptions of accomplishment' (Burton et al, 2000,p 252).  The argument being, if teaching doesn't engage with this constellation of competencies then it offers a superficial menu of learning.
Research that considers the ways in which people 'get ideas' or assimilate new pieces of knowledge (Entwistle, 1990; Waugh, 1999) as well as reference the 'becoming' of an individual (Streb, 1984) clarify one of the reasons for reconsidering our work, that is without focus on how learning happens, there is no ‘teaching’ taking place. 


This conference gives us chance to reflect on what education might be but all too often is not. To present challenges to what have become accepted meanings and relationships in formal education systems.  The dialogue started in the School of Arts and New Media emphasises the ability to function in what might be understood as ambiguous situations, where being agile and creative can unlock the potential of intelligence and enhance the ability to order experience, and make sense of the lived world (Greene, 1988). 

The department continues to be a case study, wherein the possibility of creating something ‘in common’, something that exhibits an integrating activity of practice is explored.  What is happening is a gradual ‘coming to know’ of a multitude of connections to our context and to our abilities to notice and attend to our situation.  
It is of course early days, there are many intricate, relevant, and problematic details associated with our developing sense of 'connected knowing’.  Many questions remain and many have yet to be found.  What we are beginning to share is a first step in re-visioning our discipline practices and integrating our ‘art [science] and action as a metaphor for living’ (Birringer, 2000, p 5). 
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