REFLECTIONS ON THE 10th MEETING OF THE EUROPEAN LEAGUE OF INSTITUTES FOR THE ARTS (ELIA) BIENNIAL 2008

My name is Venu Dhupa and I was invited to Gothenburg by the President of ELIA, Chris Wainwright.
ELIA is new to me despite my work in other European Union Forums, including the European Cultural Parliament, the European Network for Cultural Administration Training Centres and the European Theatre Forum.  I assume Chris invited me because of my background as a practitioner and cultural activist in the arts in the UK, with a reasonable working knowledge of Higher and Further Education.  I have worked at Chief Executive Level, at a Regional and National strategic level and as a Board Member of a number of cultural bodies and a Further and Higher Education organisation.  My interests are where the arts brush with politics and social change.  This is not always an easy place to operate.

This report briefly shares my views and impressions of the conference for the time I was able to be present.  Noting that I was also delivering a presentation and facilitating a session in the “Who is Responsible?” symposium.  I express an opinion about the issues which seem to be facing the Higher Arts Education sector and which emerged to me as a result of my discussions with participants.  
Let me start with the practicalities of the conference and confess that I’m not a fan of being in a large auditorium, staring up at mythical experts (however inspiring) who are either delivering information (which I could just as easily read) or delivering speeches that expand to fit the time allotted.  However wonderful and relevant the points being made are, after about 45 minutes I want to either start interacting or be somewhere else.  The only exception to this in my adult years was a presentation I participated in by former US President, Bill Clinton at the Albert Hall in London, and the key word here is participated.  We need to feel that we are participating – whether we are or not.  At all other points in the conference this was the case, whether it was in the seminars, discussion groups, seeing work around the City or in the tent.  I was active, alert, engaged and curious about the people I was meeting, the creative work I was seeing and the subjects being discussed.  As with most conferences there were various reasons why people attended, but one of the most useful aspects must be that they can broker partnerships for future projects.  If this is something ELIA needs and wants to facilitate then maybe more space should be made for this?  I encountered a few people who were present because their institution had instructed them to attend rather than because they really wanted to experience the content.   My suggestion here is that (even in a membership organisation) it is legitimate to ask people to compete for a place depending on the content.  This could also make the numbers of delegates more manageable and the atmosphere less cliquey as you couldn’t just pitch up and talk to those you already know.  There could be wider forums for the brokerage element if that is a required output.  PECHA KUCHA doesn’t work if it is not policed!  Those of you who attended will know what I mean.  My suggestion is either abandon this element or shape it to extract the value.  These nights can be very stylish, slick and enjoyable.  Particularly if mediated and with a chance to hot seat the presenters. 
Moving to general views on the content, in the symposia I attended the quality of discussion was very high and we covered much terrain. Everyone shared their ideas and views generously and the many different perspectives made it a learning experience that was rich, robust and insightful.  It was possible to see different characteristics in the approach from different European Countries which was fascinating.  It reinforces the value for me of continuing to stagger towards a more integrated Europe.   I managed to talk to the students at the School of Design and Crafts, they were passionate and committed and hopeful for the future.   I thought the standard of work by the students was relatively high, but unexplained in the main auditorium it was unfairly exposed.  An uplifting experience was the Open House at the Academy of Music and Drama where an inspirational professor demonstrated the beauty and innovation of singing through sharing his specialist endeavour.  I couldn’t help wishing there were more people from outside his specialism.  Maybe this is something ELIA should encourage?  The exhibitions I saw were provocative and brought into sharp focus the discussions of the days - I longed for more time with them.  The concepts and ideas in the keynote address were highly stimulating with clear linkages to our daily lives and our daily work.  I will certainly take action as a result of the “disposable people” issue.  Whilst these emotional and subjective matters were being unravelled by the speaker I watched with a wry smile as I wondered what the European Union bureaucracy might make of the plentiful passion?  The presentation by the clearly empathetic and highly knowledgeable Director for Culture, Communication and Multilingualism from the European Commission set against the outpouring of the keynote speaker and the dynamics in between, for me encapsulated the main issue for the sector.
The crux of it is - a great deal of time is spent focussing on the “how” of what is done rather than the “why?”  Should we be offering a creative education which develops rounded citizens who can be adaptable and work across fields or are we making artists?  This is the most fundamental of issues, tied up with unresolved questions around the European identity.   It seems to be that because we are educating our students for circumstances we don’t know will exist.  We have to educate them into a way of “being” rather than towards a finite shape.  This may be imparted through the exploration of a single or multiple disciplines and will require us to draw on specialists and those outside our sector.  Individuals’ through this creative learning will be better able to engage with strategic issues around democracy, poverty, international engagement, diversity and the environment.   Why then are most of our systems and curricula designed for another era, perhaps one in which we all felt more certain in the world?  
Apart from this main issue, I picked up a number of sub issues and challenges linked to it which I’ll share briefly.

Everyone acknowledged the need to work in partnership, but do we truly embrace what partnership working means or do we just want access to more resources?  It was encouraging to hear that individuals and institutions were open and alert to the possibilities but when one looks at the “others” set of organisational values and priorities, processes and systems one has to ask how many of these associations will actually come to fruition?  We need to be more flexible, move more quickly, create systems which empower the experts to be creative and give ourselves room to manoeuvre within overarching strategies.  
There seem to be a cluster of issues around finding students and what needs to be unlearned before proper learning can take place.  Are they good enough for entry into a prescribed world or should we be more flexible with the thresholds for participation?  There was discussion around “our” views of “their” talent as contrasted with their own view of their talents.  However, there was not much discussion about who is the “our” and who is the “their?”  There was anxiety about art being taken out of the secondary curriculum, but not much debate about the generic aspects of creativity.  These aspects will become more interesting as we progress with the goal of life-long learning.   It made me think back to a comment in the keynote address about working with what is available and seeing “the individual beauty in an individuals’ condition.”  It is critical in my view that we acknowledge the right for every individual to participate whether that be in the arts or society.  This makes a huge difference to the quality of life and the connection to wider values, the common public space and political ideals.  More critically it unlocks the imagination and the potential for new ways forward together at a time in history when we can see the seeds for greater fracturing and exploitation. 
There was a huge desire at an individual level to support the pioneer, the adventurer and an understanding that pioneers may need to go outside their geography, their discipline, their zone to innovate.  However, there was a seeking of assurance against risk, that role models would be rooted, that risk takers would deliver. There wasn’t a capacity to trust that experiment would be relevant to the student experience, it had to be articulated and preferably in advance!

There were big questions around the slowness and inflexibility of the institutional machine. For example, if we are to be relevant why take years to get courses approved?  Also this placed added pressure on the staff.  If students have gone out to work with others and they return with new models and ideas, how will staff within the institutions be able to cope with the new expectations?  In an environment where traditionally practice has not led policy a key question emerged – How can we mobilise institutions to respond to the artist?  

There was an anxiety that policies were being informed by market forces rather than by intellectual argument.  I detected this was mainly an anxiety about the Creative Industries.  Current behaviours and models in our institutions are not producing the skills and behaviours that will ignite the growth of the creative industries and we are under pressure from the rhetoric of governments to produce the goods.  We may need to look at courses which have different modules or structures, or that engage with industry more.  But are we geared up to deal with this kind of talent management and might it make us obsolete?  Clearly there are issues around understanding entrepreneurship and how to encourage entrepreneurship in large scale organisations.  This is something (by the way) I have been exploring for some time, at the moment using the British Council as a case study.  
There was a lot of talk about “our students” and what was best “for them.”  A curious preciousness which indicated to me that they are not viewed as equals in the questions of educational development.  If not equal, and by implication therefore, less responsible, then these 35,000 graduates per year are not in the shared struggle.  They are a force to be mobilised if the direction is clear but there was inertia around some of the things that need addressing and I’m afraid I couldn’t really put my finger on why?  It would be tempting to point the finger at the quality of leadership, as has happened in many other sectors.  Then we can all expend huge resources on developing leadership, which generally results in a raft of packaged and / or repackaged opportunities being targeted at the favoured few with current perceptions of leadership and the dominant value system being re-enforced.    Better to support the maverick in my view and listen hard to the cohort.
Then I think there are issues that are facing every business, these were touched upon in conversations but not explored specifically at ELIA.  Maybe there could be an exercise in context setting in a future conference?  These are issues around the ability of the sector to cope with the changing trends in demographics, the labour market, globalisation, emerging technologies and the diminishing availability of finance.  Are we ourselves in a position to formulate views and options within an environment of fast moving trend?  Should we open this Pandora’s Box, or will we cling to the comfort of academia?
I will make a few remarks in conclusion.  Many of us will not have the ingenuity or force of personality to shape the circumstances in which we wish to operate.   We participate in sessions like ELIA to enrich our lives, expand our view of the world, to meet people in associated disciplines and to enjoy the debate.  There are pressing subjects such as the necessity to engage with industry, the idea of thematic inquiry which a recent report
 from the UK indicates is the way forward in Primary Education and the need to encourage engagement beyond the European Union.  What none of us (who are privileged to attend) should forget is the pressure to convert this activity into concepts and models that will allow us all (whether staff or student) to enter into shared communities of knowledge and gain from them.  This seems to me to point to a need for the revision of hierarchies, including examining the barriers and assumptions within them.  As well as a review of the character of study so that it can offer a route to empowerment - thus far only available to the few.   
I want to thank everyone involved in my ELIA experience.  I have learned a great deal from the seminars and am full of admiration for the energy and commitment of the group of dedicated staff who are exemplary in their professionalism and abilities.  I have given a personal and probably provocative view of the conference and the issues raised but for me there is so much at stake so there is no point in beating about the proverbial bush.  Very soon we will be operating in a world where as individuals we will have multiple employers, where we will have niche expertise that we have to broker into projects and partnerships.  Where to begin to seek resolution to global challenges we will need to work across cultures and sectors.  Some of us are already there.  My view is that there is a need to turn out robust, well balanced individuals who are able to survive and experiment, who understand risk, who have the ability to draw on their intuition as well as their talent and technical skill.  It is paramount.  To be part of shaping a cohort that can work across sectors, that can collaborate to compete, will be critical to our economic health and our social well-being.  As stated in the key note, “to exempt ourselves is unforgivable.”  Soon it will not only be our privilege to encourage and enable other younger individuals in this way, but our survival may depend upon it. 
Venu Dhupa
December 2008

� Independent Review of the Primary Curriculum, commissioned by the UK Government and delivered by Sir Jim Rose in December 2008.
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