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Reflections on the development of a collaborative learning community for Continuing Professional Development (CPD): The Creative Network

Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to share a story and some insights about a project to extend access to higher education. The Creative Network project aimed to provide new opportunities for Continuing Professional Development (CPD) to a diverse range of people working in the Creative Industries.

The Creative Network evolved in the context of changes in government policies on the funding of higher education in the UK between 1995 and 2000. During this period universities were encouraged, by both financial incentives and policy,  to reach out to non-traditional learners in local businesses and the wider community.

The projects methodology was based on action research which involved learners, described as members of the Creative Network, in developing both new approaches to the process of learning and new themes or content. This was done in collaboration with university staff and the research design included interviews, focus groups, surveys and conferences that shaped both the Creative Network as a community and determined the learning opportunities offered.

The paper discusses some key findings emerging after reflecting on the project outcomes. There are three main issues. Firstly the complex and problematic nature of institutional change, where much resistance to change is invisible, rather like an iceberg, where its real nature and power are hidden below the surface.  Secondly the tensions between the university’s economic goals and its educational objectives.  Thirdly, I hope to communicate some sense of the complexity of the issues, and some insights into what learning and knowledge might mean in the context of professional practice and work related learning in the Creative Industries. The interface between learning and work is the subject of reflection throughout the paper. 

The background to the project

The Creative Network was an ambitious externally funded project to develop a collaborative learning community. The project was an outcome of the UK government’s policy of rapidly increasing participation in higher education. Many Universities responded to Dearing's influential report into teaching in higher education (NCIHE 1997), and the availability of funding for vocational education. In particular the Creative Network project grew out of the Continuing Vocational Education (CVE) initiative and the Higher Education Reach Out to Business And the Community (HEROBAC) programme. The project developed within the context of short-term funding and the changing dynamics of higher education during 1998 and 1999, and provided new opportunities for Lifelong Learning and Continuing Professional Development (CPD).

During this turbulent period in which Universities were forced to reconsider their identities and reassess their ‘core business’ and ’target markets’ it was evident that some academics were alienated by the terminology used to describe vocational education projects. Fears that a new business orientated language has overtaken and replaced the traditional educational discourse were not unfounded. Some academics voiced concern that new discourses serving economic growth and prosperity silenced other forms of discourse about education. (Pring 2000)
Whilst many academics could agree in principle that Universities should extend access to the wider community, the diversity of student communities and needs meant that there was no longer a coherent culture of provision and expectation (Harland and Staniforth 2000). As a consequence some interesting discontinuities emerged between the rhetoric and reality of providing Lifelong Learning in Universities.

The local context of the Creative Network
The Continuing Vocational Education (CVE) initiative began in my university in 1995. It coincided with increasing pressures on resources in a highly competitive marketplace for vocational education and training. 

It was perceived as a lifesaver to some faculties at the university faced with problems recruiting sufficient students to reach their MASN targets. However at this time the university was not a homogenous institution and there were stark contrasts between the faculties in terms of philosophy and financial stability. CVE was perceived by senior managers (at Pro-Vice Chancellor level, but not necessarily by all the Deans) within the university as an opportunity to widen access to wider sections of the local community and business as described in the University’s mission statement. 

However in the Faculty of Art & Design in which I was responsible for implementing a CVE/CPD programme there were burgeoning numbers of home and overseas students. It was known as a separate institute and this is significant in a semiotic sense. The naming of the faculty as a separate institution, with a history of 150 years as a centre of excellence in art and design, indicated an intention to preserve a high national and international status by retaining an identity independent from the University as a whole (Bauer and Gaskell 2000). 

The rationale for the project within the art and design faculty in my university was a survey of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) needs that indicated that practitioners in the Creative Industries were experiencing rapid changes to both business processes and new design technologies. 
However the healthy student numbers which contributed to the success of the faculty, made it almost impossible to provide traditional part time courses due to limited accommodation and resources.

Consequently, the CVE initiative was interpreted very differently in the art and design faculty and a specific agenda for CVE funding emerged. It was used to explore the Continuing Professional Development (CPD) market for mature designers. This involved creating modular short courses for new markets, which could generate income and be self-sustaining. The original target market for this course proved to be less substantial than initial market research had predicted. (A survey of training needs in the region was carried out initially in 1996 and updated thereafter). 

The Creative Network aimed to provide new and flexible opportunities for continuing professional development (CPD). Initial market research questionnaires revealed that there was a great diversity practitioners working in the creative industries.

Senior managers in the University publicly applauded the philosophy and structure of the Creative Network approach to CPD. By contrast faculty staff barely tolerated the presence of mature students and the necessary disruption caused by sharing facilities. Some academics perceived it as a threat to their autonomy because it breached established ‘tribes’ (academic cultures) and ‘territories’ (disciplinary knowledge) by its very nature. [Becher, 2001 #56]

The story of the Creative Network project

The Creative Network was originally designed to meet the needs of local professional designers; but in reality it grew to encompass diverse individuals and companies within the creative industries and many members had not taken the conventional art and design education route. 

The broadening of the Creative Network to encompass the whole of the creative industries almost exactly matched the University's stated aim to extend access to a wider community of learners. 

However this group did not fit into the faculty's aspiration for high status art and design oriented CPD and the Creative Network struggled to gain a fair share of resources and access to facilities, and was denied access to practical studio areas. 

It became evident that faculty staff was unsupportive of this new initiative and consequently a “grow your own” policy would be most successful. Once I began to recruit, a new team of visiting tutors (part-time staff) it was possible to make some progress. This was feasible since I had been successful in bidding for additional resources for CPD from the European Social Fund. This funded research into barriers to learning, training needs and development and evaluation of new learning media for CPD in the creative industries.

A programme of study was developed which focused on using new technology to help small businesses and freelancers from the creative industries to develop new skills and knowledge.

To provide this programme a variety of external tutors provided counselling, consultancy, workshops and conferences. Tutors included self-employed designers, design counsellors in Business Link and lawyers specialising in design rights, patent, intellectual property and e-commerce. 

Personal learning goals were linked to business development goals. The Creative Network provided opportunities for integrating learning and work. Initially it seemed difficult to meet the needs of a diverse group of learners, but very soon it was clear that there was an overwhelming common need, to develop understanding of the commercial use of web sites and to learn how to design and maintain a site.

Practical help in the use of new design technologies and integrating the Internet more effectively in professional practice was guided by principles for facilitating high quality learning outcomes. (Zuber-Skerritt 1992). 

Creative Network moved from providing face-to-face training needs analysis, practical workshops and conferences towards providing more networked learning. This has been defined as "learning in which information and communications technology (ICT) is used to promote connections: between one learner and other learners, between learners and tutors; between a learning community and its learning resources." (Goodyear 2000). In a sense ICT was both the learning medium and the subject of learning and this further complicated an already complex project. Members of the Creative Network were ‘engaged in learning’ in the sense that they reassessed the principles of ‘good design’, in the context of the world wide web, and embraced new technical knowledge. They put new knowledge into practice by creating first a personal web site and later a professional web site of value to their own company or to their employer.

During the project the Creative Network provided: - 

· training needs analysis in the context of personal and business development goals 

· an individual action plan

· themed conferences and seminars on popular topics 

· web-based learning resources and tools 
· face to face structured practical short courses (for groups of 10)

· drop-in technical help sessions where a web site could be developed with hands on help from staff who were professional multimedia designers

· web based mini courses to back up conferences and face to face practical courses
The use of networked learning technology was seen as the most cost effective and flexible way to meet the needs of a diverse group of learners, with busy professional lives and little opportunity to attend traditional courses at set times and places. However it was a complex and difficult task to develop appropriate resources and tutor support using new learning technologies. The development of web-based learning resources was a shared enterprise, but it was difficult for both teachers and for learners in the community to adapt (Laurillard 1993).

Although the project team had a great deal of enthusiasm they had very little relevant experience. Conventional tutor roles were not appropriate to the needs of learners. The supporting role staff played varied. In some instances they acted as consultants, or critical friends. In some cases other members of the Creative Network, who were experts in their field, and gave advice to other members at no charge acting as mentors or ad hoc members of staff.

In summary The Creative Network became a community of practice where ‘situated activity’ was based on applying new concepts and design and communication technologies to an existing business context (Wenger 1998).

The methodology on which this paper and the project is based

An action research approach was developed to ensure that the Creative Network was a collaborative venture with members taking an active role in shaping the community and the services it offered. The specific focus of the action research was 

To develop the creative network in collaboration with learners to identify the most effective and motivating methods, content and media for learning.
The research design included focus groups, questionnaires, one-to-one interviews and individual training needs analysis. Initial questionnaires and surveys of the Creative Industries revealed that there was a great diversity of practitioners, but some common CPD needs. The findings of action research were fed back directly into practice with the aim of bringing about change (Somekh 1995). 

Action research has been described as a model that structures critical reflection into a continuing cycle of adaptation and change (Kemmis and McTaggart 1982). In this context our approach to action research was a cyclical process of planning, acting, and both intuitively and consciously reflecting on the apparent consequences of action with a view to further planning. (James and Mulcahy 2000). 

Analysis of the responses to questionnaires showed that the vast majority of respondents lacked time and money for CPD. A commitment to participate (in terms of time in the sense of opportunity cost and construed as matched funding to the ESF grant which was recorded by auditable timesheets) would be likely if opportunities for learning included practical help to use new design technologies guidance on using the Internet more effectively in their professional/business life.

Analysis of our first round of focus groups that formed part of this action research, indicated several ‘critical success factors’:

· CPD provision should develop collaboratively with local professionals from the Creative Industries with the help of partners and stakeholders in order to gain real commitment

· “Social glue” in the form of an informal network aimed to be motivational e.g. meeting at a gallery for drinks (which might include informal discussions or guest speakers)

· Joining a network was psychologically more acceptable to designers than formally signing up to CPD, (which may be associated with an unwelcome admission that they did not know everything and had something more to learn).

· A variety of research tools were used to understand the gap between what was said and what was actually done about CPD

The Creative Network prioritised four specific circumstances that foster high quality learning. In the context of professionals working in the Creative Industries I ranked four factors in priority order.

1. learning situations to arouse the learner’s interest, involvement and motivation

2. sufficient challenge and support to empower learners so they can learn from their actions

3. an appropriate level of  learner autonomy  to define and choose their own problems, goals, strategies, and change their activity throughout the process 
4. sufficient time to construct an intuitive understanding that robust enough to support the development of more advanced knowledge.

Induction sessions were provided for each new member of the Creative Network. This began to involve them in action research, members learned what Creative Network could offer, and then identified their personal needs. Personal learning goals were linked to business development goals as a result of the information gleaned. 

Action research then focused on prioritising learning objectives that were achievable within the time individuals were able to commit. The practical application of this was learning to create web sites. The Creative Network used a range of teaching and learning styles for mature learners. The aim was to provide additional flexibility for learning at a time and place to fit personal lifestyle and patterns of work.

As a result an individual action plan was negotiated and updated on a regular basis. Members were encouraged to update their action plan to find the most effective and appropriate ways of learning about new design technologies and the Internet. 

Key issues and findings  

Competing discourses

Although the project team had a great deal of enthusiasm they had little relevant experience. This dimension of the action research was limited because it was not possible to share ideas and problems with senior colleagues (acting as critical friends). 

It soon became clear that particular groups of people held completely different concepts of the nature and purpose of the Creative Network. There were two polar positions that were characterised by two kinds of discourse.

The first kind of discourse emerged from people who understood Creative Network to be an innovative approach to business development for the Creative Industries.

The project steering group and other external stakeholders, together with representatives of the University's management can be thought of as a distinctive community supportive of the philosophy and structure of the Creative Network project. The discourse in this community included ex-academics now working for regional arts boards and business links. The language and the dialogue centred on facilitating economic business development goals in the Creative Industries with deliverables and outputs specified by the funders of the initiative. 

A second and opposing discourse came from those who believed Creative Network to be the ‘thin end of the wedge’. Academic staff with concerns that this new approach to learning posed a threat to studio based learning and teaching held this view. 

This was the discourse predominating in the faculty and was concerned with art and design education, and ever-growing numbers of undergraduate and post graduate degree students. Whilst appearing to offer no resistance to the new manifestation of CVE/CPD individually and collectively the faculty discourse seemed to have disenfranchised and delegitimised this area of work.  Some staff actively disapproved of the idea of extending higher education in art and design to those who had not undertaken the standard progression route. Although many members of the Creative Network had a wealth of professional experience they were not considered to be sufficiently ‘encultured into the faculty’ to be given the same access to resources as undergraduate students and were never allowed to integrate into open studios or computer facilities.

It has only been possible for me to recognise with hindsight, the complex and subtle resistance to the CVE initiative at faculty level. The resistance to this manifestation of CVE within the faculty, albeit passive and subtle, was a significant barrier to success. I was so focused on making it work that my attention was devoted to evading blockades and scrambling over barriers. I now believe that CVE funding was perceived as a financially sheltered experiment in curriculum development. In particular it provided the opportunity to experiment with modularity, which was deeply unpopular in the Art & Design faculty and had been resisted up to this point.

The familiar educational objectives and philosophy of art and design courses were to some extent at odds with terms such as project deliverables. For instance reference to study hours was no longer a realistic description of the commitment of time and money (in the sense of opportunity cost) that formed the commitment of a learner to the Creative Network. The monetary value of the time spent learning with Creative Network was equated to a notional in kind contribution to match fund the ESF grant. 

On reflection I think we made a brave attempt to reconcile the two worlds, but it is debatable whether we would have even attempted this if at the outset we had understood how difficult it was going to be. 

The project management lifecycle

The sustained development of the Creative Network was further constrained by the terms and conditions of ESF grant funding, with its pre-determined and rigidly defined project outputs. Together with the project management lifecycle and the financial pressures on the institution as a whole these combined factors compressed the project lifecycle. 

At the time we could have benefited from a longer planning phase sharing our ideas with more experienced colleagues. Kliem and Ludin (Kliem and Ludin 1992) highlight the importance of the project management lifecycle. Projects have 5 major stages: gestation, growth, independence, decline, and death. To some extent these can be thought of as characteristic stages in the lifecycle linked to the project funding. It is very important that the planning or gestation period devoted to the project offers sufficient time for reflection and adaptation of initial ideas. 

Not only would it have been helpful to have understood more about this at the time, but we could have also have recognized the problems we were to encounter, when pressures on time and resources collapsed the lifecycle phases into one another (Kliem and Ludin 1992). Although senior managers recognized the importance of the project, other pressures diverted human and financial resources away at a crucial time.

At the time when we needed experienced technical and pedagogical input, this help was unavailable to the project team.  A major difficulty with the implementation of such an ambitious project was the short timescale and an underestimate of the challenges 

· For staff creating web based learning resources and 

· Learners in using new learning technology 

In my view this was a real weakness in the Creative Network project. Project deliverable were set with very tight deadlines and these were non-negotiable and outside our control. One of the most difficult aspects of the Creative Network was being tied to a set of EU project deliverables determined before the project began. From the discussions on key findings I hope to have made it clear that it was vital for decisions to be made throughout the project that were linked to our action research and committed collaboration of learners (members of the CN). 

Bourdieu makes a distinction between modus operandi (how the task looks to the person doing it, as it unfolds over time) and the opus operatum (the way the task looks with hindsight, as a finished task). Bourdieu makes the analogy with a journey as experienced on the ground and as seen on a map. 

In this sense like a road map that was drawn before the project began. These reflections offer some kind of explanation of what happened and why particular decisions and approaches were successful or not. When you are held to a road map that was developed with no knowledge of the rough terrain and the diversions and road works on route, it’s almost impossible to make the journey successfully. 

As I discussed earlier in the paper it is argued that people are typically viewed as performing their jobs according to formal job descriptions, despite the fact that daily evidence points to the contrary. 'They are held accountable to the map not the road conditions.' (Seely Brown and Duguid 1996) (see the ‘PVC effect’ slide)

In this sense being tied to specific project deliverables at the outset, was in some ways dysfunctional, since it was important to listen, reflect and respond with adaptations and new approaches to emergent needs of the community. 
New learning technologies

The use of networked learning technology was seen as the most cost effective and flexible way to meet the needs of a diverse group of learners, with busy professional lives and little opportunity to attend traditional courses at set times and places.

Within the terms of our EU funding there was flexibility to develop, try out, and evaluate a number of approaches. It soon became evident that some members of the Creative Network had little patience with on-line communication.  Although this problem was not unique, it was a significant problem. Despite evidence that students experience distress and frustration in networked environments and these experience may inhibit their educational opportunities, it is difficult to overcome reluctance to engage in on-line learning. 

As Diana Laurillard points out, economic factors often drive the adoption of new learning technologies; ‘ It is not that teachers want to teach this way any more than students want to struggle to learn in this manner’. (Laurillard 1993)
For members of the Creative Network it was essential to reduce this frustration to sustain their engagement with the community and we tried all sorts of strategies to do this. However it also raised questions for staff development and suggested that, "it required significantly more than simple training in the technology". (Jones, Asensio et al. 1999)
Situated learning in communities of practice
It is often difficult to recognise when learning is taking place since it is a ubiquitous and continual process. The practical context for learning was the creation of a web site. The Creative Network used the creation of web sites as ’knowledge objects’ to engage students in deep learning, and promote real understanding (Marton and Booth 1997). In this sense the web sites by which learners were reassessing the nature of good design and embracing new technical knowledge were also ‘knowledge objects’. The task of web site creation demanded an integration of existing design principles within the new and challenging communication medium (the Internet). This approach tried to accommodate the distinctive nature of the subject matter and the way in which learners could be best guided to a complete understanding of concepts and the links between them. 

Situated learning theory does not separate action, thought, and feeling. By contrast traditional cognitive theory is 'distanced from experience' and divides the learning mind from the world. Situated activity provides different perspectives on learning and its contexts: -

1) knowledge always undergoes construction and transformation

2) learning is an integral aspect of activity in and with the world at all times

3) ‘What is learned’ is always complexly problematic

4) Acquisition of knowledge is not a simple matter of taking in knowledge but requires reconceptualisation. (Goodyear 2000)
Learners enthusiastically engaged in the task of developing a personal or hobby web site as an initial learning exercise. They used exemplar sites to get a sense of what was effective and appropriate in terms of communication, design and functionality. From this point they moved on to develop a professional web site for their own company (of for the company they worked for). The task of web sites created demanded an integration of existing design principles within a new and challenging communication medium.

The Creative Network rejected the narrow focus of learning theories focused on ‘the transmission of existing knowledge’, which isolates knowledge from practice. Instead the Creative Network embraced an integrated conception of knowledge and practice (Lave & Wenger 1990). 

This paper is influenced by Lave & Wenger's practice-based theory of learning, which can be described in terms of 'legitimate participation in communities of practice'. They rejected transfer models of learning, which isolate knowledge form practice, and developed a view of learning as social construction, putting knowledge back into the contexts in which it has meaning. (Lave 1993)
Lave highlights a flaw in learning theories which have a narrow focus on the transmission of existing knowledge. He argues that these remain 'silent about the intervention of new knowledge in practice'. By engaging members of the Creative Network in learning about web site design, new knowledge was interacting with a rich and diverse pool of existing knowledge and experience. The web was a new learning and communication medium where they could apply existing knowledge visual design principles, effective customer communications and technical functionality.

Engestrom's describes how people learn to do things that have not been done before in terms of collective 'zones of proximal development'. Hence the 'new' is a collective invention in the face of felt dilemmas and contradictions. (Lave 1993)
Some ideas from Engstrom's development of Vygotsky's theory of human knowledge and activity can be used to explain how we set up learning situations to engender change and hence learning. 

Consequently Creative Network engineered situations where conferences and drop-in workshops allowed members to group together in ways where they had complementary skills and perspectives and but were not potential business competitors. This relates to the left hand part of the activity triangle referring to who is acting with whom.
The Engestrom activity triangle builds on Vygostsky's theory that what human beings can do is shaped by the tools we use including language. (www.edu.helsinki.fi/activity 2001)
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Three things are linked to help us to use tools effectively

1. the tool itself;

2. our mental representation of the tool and 

3. our skill in using the tool. 

When we have all three we are then able to achieve things we could not do before.

As the base of Engestrom’s triangle indicates, the organisational structures, the rules of behaviour constrain our ability to achieve things using tools.

If ICT is providing new tools that are changing society, it is possible that they are giving us new capabilities that we could not have without them.

Using new learning media, can be interpreted as using a new tool innovatively and as such this way of changing and learning was the subject of some of our research has given us opportunities to explore some practical ways in which learning can take place.

These ideas draw attention to that knowledge which tends to remain unformulated- knowledge which we are constantly enacting as we move through the world, but which is relegated to the backdrop, the ground of our conscious experience, rather than the figure.

Enactivists claim that cognition does not occur in minds or brains, but in the possibility for shared action. In this sense Enactivism embraces many of the insights of constructivism, but refuses to privilege the individual as the truth-determining authority. It provides an interpretive lens that helps us to make some sense of some frequently invisible, or obscured group processes. 

Cultural theorists have suggested that conversations are distinct from other modes of interaction (such as debates and discussions) because the topic of conversation cannot be pre-determined. In this sense a conversation allows something new to emerge because the participants do not try to pre-determine its outcome (Gadamer 1990). In this sense the conversations between learners (i.e. members of the Creative Network) were more meaningful because of the ‘tension between experience and competence’. This is not a novel finding in that young children are often better at explaining a difficult concept to a peer than an adult, because of the distance between the expert and novice conception of the problem.

Although formal assessments were not part of the Creative Network project, the evaluation of learning outcomes was part of the learning process and was peer oriented. Web sites created by the Creative Network community had a dual function. They were both learning outcomes and acted as knowledge objects for others. In this context the peer evaluation of web sites is close to poster assessment. (Brown and Knight 1994) In their discussion of CPD, Brown and Knight describe how finding the right method of assessing learning outcomes affects the quality of the learning experience. In this sense the evaluation of learning outcomes, web sites created by peers, is highly effective if

"learning- taken to be a transformation of knowing- can be characterised as a change in the alignment between experience and competence" (Wenger 1998)
The Creative Network ‘community of practice’ encouraged members to share experiences, learning goals and ideas and develop their business in new directions. To this extent it was a ‘ community of practice ' acting as a locally negotiated regime of competence'. In this context, even discovering something new can be acts of competent participation in a practice so that learning is 'occasioned' rather than 'caused'. Collaboration in the community helped individuals to develop new skills and experiences in web design but their knowledge was seen as emergent within a context, continuously being enacted, reconstituted, recreated.

Conclusions

My purpose in sharing this story is akin to sharing a map with others who might have been on similar journeys, or may soon be setting out over unfamiliar territory. I hope these reflections on the route and the nature of the territory might be helpful to others developing projects where institutional change is an influential factor for success. 

It was important to try and understand the different worlds of academics and practitioners working in the Creative Industries. These have been discussed in terms of the different discourses emerging from distinctive communities of practice. It was difficult to combine educational objectives and economic goals linked to project deliverables. In some ways they seem totally incompatible. 

By reflecting on and sharing some of the complex and problematic issues about work based learning and knowledge. I hope to have illuminated some of the difficulties faced by new initiatives faced with subtle and often invisible institutional resistance to change.

In conclusion I feel it is unhelpful to conceive of knowledge as a collection of real things that the learner internalises. It seems more likely that learning and knowing arise from engagement in the changing processes of shared human activity. In this sense knowledge can be thought of as something constructed from the dynamic interaction of people, things and ideas. It is not a fixed entity but a living, ever changing creation. In the case of work related learning, its essential to grapple with these complex issues and find new ways of engaging learners.
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