Exploring Professionalism in Gallery Education

Summary of presentation by Helen Charman, engage Summer School, July 05

This session invited summer school participants to explore their own understandings of professionalism against a theoretical background of models drawn from education and social science research over the last century, there being little research to date on professionalism in cultural learning and in particular in gallery education.  Feedback from individual definitions was wide ranging and a list of key words and groupings is given below.  Overall, professionalism was seen as a fluid concept; as a general term it was taken to mean the characteristics and values of working lives. 
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After feedback on individual definitions, a short paper covering key models of professionalism was given, to provide models against which participants went on to discuss the usefulness of such models in terms of their own concepts.  These models were:

· Classical professionalism: highly ranked, publicly recognisable, largely masculine. Specialist knowledge base; strong service ethic; self-regulated; codes of practice.

· Flexible professionalism: shared community; culture of collaboration.

· Practical professionalism: experience as central to expertise; situated knowledge. Reflective practice at its heart.

· Extended professionalism: beyond the classroom. Peer work, mentoring, professional development, contractual relationships, focus on outcomes.  Danger of distended professionalism.

· Complex professionalism.  Context of accelerating changes in global and domestic economies.  Problem solving, higher order thinking skills, co-operative learning strategies. 

· Post modern professionalism: concept of occupational heteronomy which sees professionals working “authoritatively but openly and collaboratively with a range of partners in the wider community”.

The art museum context was discussed in some detail as a case study, it being the presenter’s current field of practice.  Three key concepts were outlined:

· specialist knowledge relating to audience and policy contexts/learning theory and pedagogic content/subject disciplines

· responsibility; to the art museum’s Collection/to colleagues and the profession/to audience.  

· Autonomy; working in a high trust, low accountability culture.

After working in small groups to consider the applicability of theoretical models to participants own practice, a plenary was held in the amphitheatre (!).  It was generally agreed that the characteristics and values of professionalism in gallery education needed further research and articulation, in order to maintain an internal robustness to our work and to maintain the distinction between what we want to be… and what we’re being told to be.  

A published doctoral paper on professionalism in the art museum, which explores the model of occupational heteronym in more detail is available at www.tate.org.uk/research/tatepapers/spring05.  

