
PROFESSIONAL 

DEVELOPMENT ON 

THE SIDE LINES
EARLY-CAREER ACADEMICS RESOLVING BARRIERS TO 

(RE)CONSTRUCTING PRACTICE



ACTIVITY

1. Using the large post-it notes and coloured pens, artistically represent ‘good/excellent 

practice’ in your profession

2. Place the post-it note in the centre of the large white paper

3. Annotate, highlight, critique, etc. perceived barriers in your day-to-day practice AND 

in your aim for excellence in your practice
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INTRODUCTION

• Is professional 

development about 

improving performance?

• Is professional 

development about 

cultivating values and a 

moral stance to enable 

flourishing? 
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IS PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT ABOUT 

IMPROVING PERFORMANCE?

• We accept, if not embrace, current cultures of neo-liberalism and its 

subcultures of managerialism, performativity, bureaucracy…

• (Shore and Wright 1999; Ball 2012)

• Neoliberalism  is a ‘complex, often incoherent, unstable and even 

contradictory set of practices that are organised around a certain 

imagination of the ‘market’ as a basis of market-based social relations, 

with the corresponding penetration in almost every single aspect of our 

lives’ (Shamir 2008 in Ball 2012). 
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IS PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT ABOUT 

CULTIVATING VALUES AND A MORAL STANCE TO 

ENABLE FLOURISHING? 

• We critically appraise practices and cultures, begin to think what it 

means to flourish within a practice and continually develop a critical 

and moral stance in one’s professional development

• Linked to the idea of the university as a place that critiques society’s 

highest ideals (Collini 2012), its values and practices in order to 

sustain its flourishing (Nixon 2011)

• Warning: can lead to alienation and position of self as ‘other’ (Swain 

2012) 
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AUTOBIOGRAPHY

• Early-career academic (senior lecturer) in educational studies; particularly interested in 

philosophy of education, social justice and critical pedagogy

• University that wishes to be internationally renowned for being a business facing institution

• School of Education is mainly focussed on initial-teacher-training, with marginalised  non-

vocationally focussed programmes of education studies and early-childhood studies (common 

phenomena in education schools with traditions as teacher training colleges – UH is home to 

England’s first Women’s Emergency Training College) 

• I undertook an MSc Practice-based Research; started with ‘good teaching in HE, as a public 

good’ and then moved to ‘HE for Engaged Democratic Citizenship’ – Looked for a 

pedagogical basis to (re) construct my practice and enable the engagement of alienated 

students and staff. 
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PROJECT OUTLINE 

AND RATIONALE
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Davidson (1892) ‘An institution perishes 
when it abandons the principles on which it 
was founded and built’.



THE DATA 

6 Final Year BA (Hons) Education 
Studies including two Early Years 
students

Research Qs:

(1) Do students experience the 
neo-liberal cultures in higher 
education, if so, in what ways 
do they experience 
neoliberalism?

(2) Do students have a view on 
the pedagogical stance taken in 
the module, if so what 
position(s) do they take?
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Learners initially 

risk averse 

Other modules don’t 

cover as much content 

and don’t make 

connections between 

different areas of 

knowledge; module 

draws knowledge 

together from other 

modules

First module where 

learners had developed 

their critical 

consciousness: “I keep 

asking myself; Why? 

Why? Why? …’

Group size and 

pedagogy led to a 

sense of ‘racial 

comfort’, which was not 

felt in an education 

conceptualised as 

‘fitting certain boxes’. 

Learners described 

other modules as 

highly prescriptive 

and over-

engineered; one 

significant 

difference is: “the 

way it is taught; we 

are able to do our 

own research and 

bring our own 

materials into the 

session and say 

“this is what we 

want to discuss, this 

is what we want to 

do”. Whereas in 

other modules it is 

“this is what you are 

going to learn, this 

is what you are 

going to do; do this 

reading; you have to 

do this, this, this”.

THE DATA: FOCUS GROUP 



TO SUMMARISE

• Cultures that hold the improving/monitoring of performance can lead to the physical and 

intellectual alienation of students and staff

• The real and meaningful work of the academic does not have to happen behind ‘smoke 

screens’ (Griffiths 2012) and can bring research and teaching together  - evidenced by the 

existence of the module

• ‘Domestication’ (Freire 1970) of neoliberalism is negatively impacting on learners’ and staff 

abilities to develop and use critical consciousness – the focus moves away from thinking and 

doing to doing and not-thinking

• Learners can pursue truth (Nussbaum 2012), can negotiate their curriculum (Hopkins, 2014), 

can academicise (Fish 2008) and can ‘think’ (Ball 2012)

• Thus, (a) new way(s) of being is/are possible and new cultures can be created - professional 

need to occupy their practices and allow small changes to develop a grow (Chomsky, 2012).
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Lewis Stockwell 
L.stockwell2@herts.ac.uk
Twitter:@Lewis_Stockwell
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