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Portugal is as far away from New Zealand as you can go; the two countries are diametrically opposite. As the New Zealand delegate, for the Ministry of Education, I literally travelled half way around the world (four planes, almost 30 hours of flying) to get there. This entailed stopovers in the hot humidity of Singapore, and the snow smothered cold of Frankfurt. It had been 15 years since I travelled in Europe on my ‘big OE’ (the norm for every New Zealander in their 20’s), so the excitement of travelling to Portugal rivalled that of a four year old at Christmas, only marred by that fact that I had to go it alone, without partner or children “to share it with”.

On return from the World Conference, I was asked countless times, ‘How was Portugal?’ Three words, simple, direct, predictable…easy… or not?

I could answer in three words too, ‘It was great’, but that really says nothing of the experience.

I hope this report will.

The first UNESCO World Conference in Lisbon, 6 – 9 March started quietly but finished with a bang, courtesy of the young Portuguese drummers extraordinaire from Toca a Rufar (Go on Drumming). Naturally it was a mix of formalities, key notes, plenary sessions and smaller more intimate workshops.   The large number of participants (over 1200) meant that there was too much, in too little time, to ever feel you were doing the program justice.

A global community united by common concerns quickly emerged. Critical issues regarding advocacy, evaluation, assessment and quality teaching practice provided the focus. Certainly developing and non developing countries may be at different points along a continuum, but the need for advocacy to influence policy makers linked us all.

Within Arts education itself,  a number of main themes emerged: development of identity through understanding of cultural heritage, nurturing of creativity and imagination through experimentation, problem solving, legitimacy of multiple answers; and fostering of emotional well being as maker and audience through exchange, feeling and expression of ideas, self and culture.

In the final footnote address of the conference,  Eric Booth, aptly described  conferences ‘as multi-tiered events, in reality, three conferences happening simultaneously’. The first, the official conference was comprised of presentations and workshops; the second, the conversations taking place at lunch and coffee breaks, in the corridors and restrooms; and the third took place in the evenings, in cafes and bars  around the city. I was a participant in all three.

I would like to refer readers to the official report of the first UNESCO Arts Education World Conference and the Draft Road Map at http://portal.unesco.org/culture/en/ev.php-URL_ID=2916&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
These documents provide a clear summary of the major themes of the formal conference. It seems fitting therefore, that I report back on the latter two conferences, or perhaps an amalgamation of the three.

I once read that the definition of a traveller is ‘someone who always has to see around the next corner.’ This was the perfect description for me. The traveller too, needs to enjoy change and not shy from taking risks. Being informed is crucial, in order to know what questions to ask. To gain the most from your travels or research it is necessary to start from a position of understanding and knowledge of the area. It seems to me that those traits, combined with a good dose of passion describe many of the participants at the Conference, certainly those attending the ‘evening discussion groups of conference three’. Every Arts educator or administrator, manager, researcher or policy maker needs to be a traveller. Standing in one place is not enough, for the students or learners we serve.  

The official conference was largely a traditional transmission of knowledge, prepared papers, a lot of sitting, and relatively little interaction. Grey suits dominated the dress, a vast number of nations were represented and superb translators enabled those of us linguistically challenged to listen and learn. Presenters had been carefully selected, papers thoughtfully prepared, the depth of content varied and exciting, but the reality of sitting for hours in one spot listening, can be a challenge even to the greatest of arts education enthusiasts. As a participant who had spent three days sitting in planes just to get there I didn’t want to miss a moment, word or thought…but speaker after speaker can inhibit absorption without opportunity to reflect, enquire or move.

The unofficial conferences confirmed all you ever knew about best practice in Arts pedagogy. Flexible opportunities, responsive to learners needs, collaborative practice founded on building of strong relationships, contextualised for participants, active, engaging, motivating, focussed on exchange of ideas, with mutual respect. Traditional power relationships disbanded, as the reciprocal nature of dialogue, learning from each other, took place in these co-constructed sessions. Safe environments that foster risk taking and expression of new ideas, where no single answer was ‘the’ right answer and all responses were considered and reflected on. Questions raised, concepts challenged, partnerships nurtured, new ideas promoted and some old ideas buried. The sessions were well informed, substantiated by research, albeit anecdotal at times. People from a range of countries (admittedly I attended sessions conducted in English only- no available translators) in friendly environments, conducive to the needs of participants. 

In a learning environment with qualities such as these, the formal power relationships are broken down, affirming all participants. Ideas and knowledge from different cultures and environments are shared and you are able to form new understandings of your own cultural context and relationship to the world. Ample access to feedback, and discussions about next steps, challenged and extended thinking. In short, the latter conferences encompassed aspects that research tells us are core to quality arts education.

It is these qualities that we have focussed on in arts pedagogy in New Zealand in the past few years. What we have experienced in New Zealand is a need to move from introduction of an Arts curriculum
 (2001-2002), to implementation of the curriculum (2003-2004), to understanding and focussing on arts based pedagogy (2005 on).

 In a period of general education reform, we have found that what we believed as curriculum and assessment reform, has and does require a complete revolution, a paradigm shift in general pedagogical practice. For arts educators the shifts in practice asked in general of New Zealand teachers are synonymous with arts pedagogy. 

Surprisingly, at all three conferences, numeracy and literacy were regularly mentioned, with extreme frustration. Globally art educators despair as learner outcomes in numeracy and literacy dominate education policy and initiatives. Consequently Arts Educators by and large, feel the need to advocate for the Arts. Researchers continue to grapple with collation of evidence to prove outcomes and the benefits of arts education.

Sir Ken Robinson discussed the striking similarities of education around the world. He stressed the importance of Creativity and the need for ‘education’ to recognise the need for student outcomes in Creativity to be as important as outcomes in literacy and numeracy. Sir Paul Judge, framed this as the four R’s , Reading, wRiting, aRithmetic, and aRts.

Indeed, the underlying message of many formal presentations was advocacy- why do we teach arts, why should we? For me, as one of the converted, four core purposes or intents emerged:

· To build cultural identity 

· To foster creativity

· To nurture emotional well being

· To foster understanding of aesthetics and humanity

Initially it seemed, that the degree to which one of those four dominated, appeared to reflect where that country might lie on a continuum from developing to developed nations. 

Building cultural identity is core to developing nations trying to make their way in the world, and fostering creativity is hugely important for developed nations confronting new technologies, post-industrial frameworks and the rise of the “Creative Industries.

Considering how arts education may contribute to nurturing emotional well being, may seem a distant hope when core educational objectives are still to be met..., but looking again, every nation needs creativity to be fostered, emotional well-being is core to education and in a vast modern city, cultural identity and humanity has never been more of an issue. A variety of speakers came from different viewpoints, but essentially these core purposes were integral to most.

The fourth aspect, aesthetics, was mentioned less, but was encompassed by many calls for quality arts education that outlined the ‘need for accessibility for all’ and ‘learning through the arts’ as well about them. ‘Aesthetics’ is entwined in the recognition that arts education is necessary for all learners to participate fully in life, not just as makers but as audience.

A key finding of the global arts research, The Wow Factor
, undertaken for the World Conference, was the global issue of policy to practice.  Almost all countries include the arts in educational policy, but there is a ‘gulf’ between policy and actual school provision of arts education.
 Similarly the first three core functions that underpinned so many presentations concerning arts education are embedded to some degree in many curriculum statements, but research findings suggest there still a need for these to be embedded in practice.

New Zealand Context

New Zealand is a small island nation of a mere 4 million people, isolated by the vastness of the Pacific Ocean. As a consequence of our size, our education infrastructure and budget is miniscule by comparison with most developed nations, particularly the United States. It is probably more realistic to think of New Zealand as a city, and a rather small one at that, considering Chicago’s population is roughly twice our country’s, yet our 4 million people are spread over an area equivalent to the states of Illinois and Iowa combined.

As an arts educator/administrator, in such a context, we work in relative isolation. As Senior Adviser Arts, for the Ministry of Education, I am the only person with this role in the country. Our entire education system is ‘national’- national curriculum and assessment (please note this does NOT mean national testing), national educational guidelines, national administrative guidelines, national schooling strategy and so on. In such isolation your impressions of international practice are formed largely by papers and articles, but it’s difficult to gain a global picture without dialogue.

Arts education in New Zealand has undergone considerable reform in recent years with the introduction of The Arts in the New Zealand Curriculum, (published in 2000, and mandated in 2003), the launch of the National Assessment Strategy 1999
, and the introduction of the National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA),
 2002. NCEA, New Zealand's national qualification for senior secondary students, employs standards based assessment, creating a coherent approach to assessment through out primary and secondary schooling, with a focus on assessment for learning.

The Arts Curriculum recognises the importance of the Arts in offering the diversity of students in New Zealand schools opportunities for success, as both makers and audience. Students respond to and interpreting others’ art works, and learn about diverse art forms both with in and beyond New Zealand. This includes developing an understanding of art forms in relation to tangata whenua, bi-culturalism in New Zealand and to the multicultural nature of our society and its traditions. The parallel document Ngā Toi i roto i Te Marautanga o Aotearoa, is a curriculum statement written by Māori, in Te Reo (Māori language) for Māori immersion schools.
Dance and Drama, have been introduced, and together with Music and Visual Arts, opportunities for learning in the four disciplines are recognised as essential for a comprehensive education in the Arts up to Year 10. Achievement objectives are expressed at eight levels: they describe the scope and parameters for learning, and identify the particular skills, knowledge and understanding to be developed at each level in each strand of each discipline. The spiral nature of learning is recognised and each level includes and builds on the learning from the previous level.
Years 11 to 13 are post compulsory, and all students may select arts ‘subjects’ as part of their programme of learning. Achievement Standards (and Unit Standards), with their associated credits, are the building blocks of qualifications. They describe the skills and knowledge to be achieved, and the level of work students need to produce. They are available in all four disciplines, and give the arts parity with all other subject areas as they contribute equally to the NCEA. 

The principles of quality teaching that underlie the curriculum, assessment and the qualification system, are consistent with arts pedagogy. Professional support for teachers to implement the Arts Curriculum and NCEA has included in-school face to face professional development with specialist discipline advisers, online support, and publication of resources.  

Implementation support has focussed on effective teaching, raising subject specific content and pedagogical knowledge and changing classroom practice to improve outcomes for students. Key areas of focus have been: developing evidenced-based practice, the gathering and analysis of data to inform teaching practice; inclusion of students’ contexts, experiences and prior learning into learning programmes; co-construction, the inclusion of student voice in planning, devising and creating; sharing of student learning, building partnerships with family and community;      collaboration, sharing of strategies, participating in professional networks; teacher as learner, informed by research and professional readings; and building relationships, with all students, family and community.

These changes have involved advisers modelling and challenging, and teachers reviewing and reflecting on their practice, taking risks and responsibility for their own and their students’ learning.

Because these reforms have been national, with a focus on professional development and support, New Zealand has been able to avoid some of the issues raised by other countries at the World Conference. Common issues confronting colleagues around the world are: policy reform without means to implement nationally; lack of coherence between curriculum and assessment; undermining of Arts pedagogy by systems such as national testing in specific learning areas; and established hierarchies of subjects.

Implementation of the Arts Curriculum and NCEA in New Zealand have challenged traditional views and to varying extents attracted significant criticism. Positive aspects, such as greater flexibility of course design, initially found resistance as teachers and principals grappled with pressures of time, and financial assets. As implementation has progressed opportunities for innovation in programme design, and development of multiple pathways to best meet student needs is being appreciated and explored. This is particularly evident in the development of programmes focussing on the needs of underachievers, and for Māori and Pasifika students. As courses (and qualifications) in the Arts have equal status with other subjects, students’ learning, strengths and potential in the performing and visual arts is being valued, rewarded , with positive impact on student and parent perception of schools.

At the World Conference Sir Ken Robinson and Professor Cheng Kai Ming both focussed on the changing needs of education in response to the shift from industrial to post-industrial society. These paradigm shifts from: regulated to flexible; conformity to diversity; convergent to divergent; rational to cultural, legality to humanity; linearity to creativity; are reflected in the reform changes for arts education in New Zealand in response to curriculum and assessment reform.

Instead of a focus on teaching and curriculum ‘delivery’ the focus is on meeting student needs, the process of learning, and outcomes for students. It is recognised that knowledge can be constructed in groups, all learning is of value, and everyone learns, but rates and means may differ. Differences in culture, language and experience, once viewed as a barrier, are now viewed as a source of knowledge and enrichment. Formerly, knowledge was a fixed body of truth and ‘intelligence and learning’ could be described through normal distribution.
 All learning can now be recognised and systems provide flexible, multiple pathways to best meet needs of all students.

The key challenge for all involved in arts education partnerships- parents, teachers, students, artists, community, advisers, administrators and policy makers is to keep student learning as the focus, the centre of all that is done. This entails working backwards from the student goals to arrive at the structures and organisations needed to achieve those goals.

This requires curriculum, assessment and pedagogy to be aligned, and supported through professional development, networks, resourcing and research. Similarly school and arts leadership need to share common goals, and together set high expectations for all students in the arts. To do this community partnerships need to developed and maintained.

In New Zealand, this small microcosm, significant leaps towards such goals have been boldly taken. This example could well provide models of practice from which others may learn. We however, can learn much from initiatives taken elsewhere in the development of partnerships, the sharing of responsibility, and collaborations beyond the traditional boundaries of the school communities.

Policy to Praxis

Following the conference a group of participants from around the globe coordinated by Arnie April, Professor Anne Bamford, Dan Baron Cohen and João Soeiro de Carvalho, met to discuss issues of Policy to Praxis. Unfortunately this conference on a conference was only one day long, but it allowed participants to set the agenda, and discuss and debate ‘how to move policies recommended by the UNESCO Conference into praxis?’  That question rose like a mighty crescendo on the last day of the conference as participants grappled to consolidate the theory and resolve how it would impact on them and their work.

The Policy to Praxis meeting was a day of reflection and lively discussion. A day when all voices had the opportunity to be heard. With practice as the focus, teacher education, partnerships, and assessment emerged as dominant themes. Barriers such public perception; fiscal limitations; and low prioritising by government were acknowledged.

Whilst evidence
 indicates that in-service teacher education is the most effective at developing quality practice, significant concerns were expressed throughout the World Conference about the depth and breadth of pre-service training devoted to the arts. Similarly many delegates spoke of the need for extended in-service support to implement curriculum effectively. Conversation at the Policy to Praxis meeting extended beyond these issues to discussing responsibilities for teacher education.

It was agreed internationally that there is a need for more research to identify: the teacher training experiences necessary for specialist, non specialist teachers and for teaching artists; the competencies needed for teachers and artists working together in schools; and leadership experiences and pathways for arts teachers and teaching artists in addition to models that bring together multi-learning areas.

In teacher education the arts are often approached as discrete disciplines, and though the importance of learning through the arts may be recognised the potential of integrated, multi-media, and cross learning area experiences appears to be rarely explored.

Partnerships are critical. Connections need to be made between associations, universities, schools and communities. There is need for courses in ‘partnerships’ in teacher education. Dialogue on effective practice and course material needs to be open and exchanged. Practice needs to be de-privatised. Boundaries between researchers, universities and arts educators need to be challenged and crossed and the relationship between classical research and action research needs to be further explored.

Participants expressed common need to share models of practise internationally. Models of  partnerships, sustained collaborations, long term financial and strategic planning are needed, especially examples in which partners with different resources maintain equal involvement in design, development, and  fiscal expenditure.

International exchanges are very necessary to promote sensitivity and tolerance. We need to consider how to build outward from a central nexus of local hereditary and traditional means, to communicating the local context and broadening out. In this way we can break down barriers and go beyond the limits of geography, culture and background.

To assist countries to develop successful partnerships between schools and artists a variety of models from different parts of the world need to be collated. These could demonstrate processes, the stages of development, and the impact of programmes on student learning, teacher and artist professional development, and the community. The value of relationships between artists and teachers for both parties would be an ideal topic for action research. The relationship between generalist and specialist arts teachers also needs to be considered.

Internationally we need to make a commitment to continuing the discussions begun in this forum and seek further opportunities for dialogue to develop. Whilst international conferences allow conversations to take place, full agendas and scheduled time frames can impose restrictions. Visits to countries are also necessary to investigate models of practice advance international partnerships.

Final thoughts

After all the words, the presentations, the readings, and provocations certain key messages from the UNESCO Conference resonated.  I do not include them as direct quotes, and indeed the speakers may have been quoting key words of others , but they remain strong messages for me, from an arts policy and administrative perspective. 

Professor Rex Nettleford;

‘Education must not only teach people how to make a living but must also teach people how to live. We are because we think, but we live because we feel.’

Sir  Ken Robinson; 

‘It is not that we aim too high and fail, it is that we aim too low and succeed.’

Professor Cheng Kai Ming;

‘We need to go outside schools, bring down barriers.. we need to model that as well as do it. We need to embrace change, not resist.’

Professor Max Wyman;

‘We need to take responsibility- arts people need to become leaders in society, in national and local government, and when they do, the arts community needs to know who they are and support them’.

Eric Booth

‘When paradoxes occur, we need to step back and look at the big picture that encompasses them all….’

Throughout my involvement as an arts educator, through teaching, advising, assessment, resource development, I have been constantly amazed by paradoxes, and at times, our seeming inability to accommodate them. In an area that values innovation, creativity, flexibility and difference we need to remember that arts education can never be a ‘one size fits all’. Our contexts are different, so too are the needs of learners and educators. Philosophically teachers and educators can seem to be spread widely on continuums. No one curriculum statement will meet all needs, no one teaching style will suit all educators.

The challenge is to provide policy that: focuses on outcomes for the student; provides flexibility for educators to find the best means to achieve outcomes for their students; and create the environment and understanding that we all need to take responsibility. To do that, understanding of quality arts education and pedagogy is necessary, and we continually need to be involved in research to ensure that at all levels we are informed and responsive to need. We must always strive to be informed, know our learners, what interests, motivates and challenges them, and offer flexible pathways to enable them to best reach their potential.

The World Conference created a Road Map, not a single pathway, a maze of possibilities, but with a clear vision of where we need to head and some clear landmarks to look out for on the way.

What do I take away, as the single most important message for the first UNESCO World Arts Education Conference? We can not do it alone. Partnerships and networks were a key driver for the conference, but as with policy, we can not pay them lip service, we must make them practice. Collaboration between communities, and between educators locally, nationally and internationally is necessary to support, exchange and inform. We have the technological means, we have the need, we just need to make it our practice.

How was Portugal?

……………………inspiring.
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