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Gordon Asher 
 

Opening up the University: Being and becoming critically academically literate? 

 

In contexts of an intensifying neoliberalisation of the Higher Education sector, this short 

verbal provocation proposes accepting Freire’s exhortation to begin with where we are at - 

to develop critical understandings of our lived contexts and contemporary conjuncture of 

crises, including of Higher Education. 

 

That we should (individually and collectively) be engaging in iterative, dialogical processes of 

being and becoming critically academically literate - so as to enable readings of the 

academy, its practices and attendant relations.   

 

This speaks to the recognised need to map out the contemporary university and its likely 

future trajectory, in order to situate ourselves and to provide - for ourselves and others - 

understandings that facilitate  

 

- navigations of the contemporary university; 

- resistances to its ongoing neoliberalisation and neoliberalising tendencies; 

- alternatives to its present and likely future trajectory 

 

As such, both drawing on and enabling a framing and orientation of our engagements as 

working (with all staff and students understood as academic labour) in, against and beyond 

the neoliberal university.  

 

In doing so we have the opportunity to prefigure and model the democratic values and 

objectives that we espouse. And through doing so we have the potential to open up the 

university - both in terms of demystifing its structures and practices, subjectivities and 

relations, and speaking to notions of its wider public, community, democratic mission.  

 

Questions: The provocation concludes by asking - within a university sector both being 

neoliberalised and that is neoliberalising of itself, those within it and the wider society it 

both shapes and is shaped by: 

 

1. What limitations and obstacles, barriers and restrictions do we face? (and how might 

we overcome them?)  

2. What opportunities, possibilities and potentialities are, or might be, present? 

 

And central to such questions: 

 

1. What is/should be the purpose of the university? 

  



 

Emanuele Bardone and Maarja Taaler 
 

Inquiry as openness: Re-imagining the university, its commitments and responsibilities 

 

While it is usually connected to widening participation, openness can also be interpreted as 

the very core element constituting inquiry as a mode of engagement in and with the world. 

Our provocation focuses on inquiry as openness in university. 

 

Our starting point is an experience matured in schools as ethnographers in a European 

project called “Ark of Inquiry” focussing on inquiry learning. In this project we had a chance 

to observe how inquiries were conducted in several Estonian schools. Interestingly, the 

single cases observed varied along a continuum that went from a highly scripted format to a 

more open one. On the one extreme, students were reduced to mere executors of a recipe-

type of activity. The teacher stepped out of the process making sure that all the steps were 

properly followed. On the other, students were given the chance to make several key 

decisions during the inquiry, forcing the teacher to step into the process, tinkering with 

students’ suggestions and improvise. 

 

Although inquiries practised in school are not (fully) comparable with those conducted by 

researchers and students in their apprenticeship, this experience made us think. As we have 

observed, inquiry loses its reason d’etre when it is pursued instrumentally. If in schools this 

means relying on a recipe-type of format, in university it means limiting the possibility of re-

defining problems, improvising on the basis of chance encounters, experimenting with new 

methods of collecting as well as presenting “data”. 

 

If we do not limit such possibilities, what kind of institutions can we imagine? How could we 

re-frame commitments and responsibilities? How would we re-imagine the engagement of 

actors outside the university? Would inquiry as openness lead to chaos and dismissal of the 

university? Does it describe an ideal that would never fit any institutional framework? How 

would it be financially supported and sustainable? 

  



 

Pete Cannell 
 

Is there a disconnect between pedagogy, practice, student needs and student experience? 

   

Since MIT launched its Open Courseware initiative in 2001there has been a huge increase in 

the availability of free and openly licenced online learning materials.  Over the same period 

ownership of smart digital devices has grown to include a majority of the UK population.  

And at the same the use of Google and YouTube has gone from being an esoteric activity to 

an everyday part of most peoples lives.  The social impact of these developments has been 

wide ranging and has affected diverse areas of individual lives and social experience. 

 

It is now possible to assume that almost all of those who become students in higher 

education have some experience of the digital world and access to some kind of digital 

device.  This familiarity, however, doesn’t necessarily mean that students arrive in higher 

education with appropriate skills or confidence for learning. 

 

To what extent has pedagogy and practice in higher education adapted to these new 

circumstances?  In a survey of the Scottish sector carried out in 2013 for the ‘Developing 

and Supporting the Curriculum’ enhancement theme  we found that staff felt that 

professional development in learning technology was focused on ‘how to’ but not on ‘why’.  

Engagement with open education is relatively low . Developing pedagogy for open 

education or supporting the development of digital literacies for students tend not to be 

part of PGCert HEs.  

 

Is there a disconnect between pedagogy, practice, student needs and student experience?  

In a world where online content is abundant what would/could student centred pedagogy 

look like?   

 
__________ 

 
1 Cannell and Gilmour (2013) Staff Enhancing Teaching: Final Report 

http://www.open.ac.uk/blogs/LearnDevDist/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/staff-enhancing-teaching-final-

project-report.pdf 

 
2 De Los Arcos (2016) Awareness of OER and OEP in Scottish HE institutions – Survey Results 
https://oepscotland.org/2016/10/05/awareness-of-oer-and-oep-in-scottish-he-institutions-survey-results/ 
 

  

http://www.open.ac.uk/blogs/LearnDevDist/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/staff-enhancing-teaching-final-project-report.pdf
http://www.open.ac.uk/blogs/LearnDevDist/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/staff-enhancing-teaching-final-project-report.pdf
https://oepscotland.org/2016/10/05/awareness-of-oer-and-oep-in-scottish-he-institutions-survey-results/


 

John Casey and Wolfgang Greller 
 

Taking Care of Business Part 2: Redesigning Higher Education 

 

 

As Scotland ponders whether to leave the neoliberal theme park formerly known as the UK, 

we invite participants to try a thought experiment unhindered by TINA (There Is No 

Alternative). We continue a discussion about redesigning higher education begun in 2012 at 

Central Saint Martins art college, London, during the height of the MOOC ‘bubble’. To do so, 

we argue that we need to understand the ‘Political Economy’ of Higher Education and treat 

it as a classic ‘Wicked Design’ problem – where pleasing everyone will most definitely not be 

possible.  

 

http://digitalpresent.myblog.arts.ac.uk/2012/12/12/taking-care-of-business-the-political-

economy-of-moocs-and-open-education/  

 

With Brexit set to rapidly dismantle the last remnants of the post war settlement in Britain 

(education, health, welfare, housing) and Scotland, possibly, embarking on a path towards a 

more progressive, just and inclusive society, this is a good time to ask what could and should 

higher education be like?  

 

In particular, we ask what might higher and open education look like if we were starting 

over again? What things should change to support open education ideals? And what are 

those ideals? Who should benefit? 

 

So, in this thought experiment (as in pivotal periods of history) everything is up for grabs. 

Tradition, continuity and institutional interest groups are no guarantor of what comes next. 

For those in any doubt about the possibility of rapid and widespread change we invite 

participants to consider the reorganisation of Scottish further education in recent years. 

 

In your thought experiment, you can be as utopian, or dystopian, large scale or micro as you 

like. We would only ask you to make clear for each change you propose - who benefits? 

 

  

http://digitalpresent.myblog.arts.ac.uk/2012/12/12/taking-care-of-business-the-political-economy-of-moocs-and-open-education/
http://digitalpresent.myblog.arts.ac.uk/2012/12/12/taking-care-of-business-the-political-economy-of-moocs-and-open-education/


 

Alex Dunedin 
 

The Producer as Student; Valuing knowledge in the wild 

 

Producing and curating our own meaning is part of our natural inheritance as cognitive 

beings. We learn through encounter and use the skills we exercise to interact with our 

encounters to both study what our experience is and shape what we are to experience next. 

Our learning is both socially constructed and at the same time transcendent of that social 

construction; it is more as it is yet to be written – the page is always extensible and seen 

through the hermeneutic circle. 

 

The unwritten future is the ever unfurling infinite which we are coded by which we in turn 

pattern the code of. The transformations we go through as individuals in learning express 

the process of transformation which is possible of all of our institutions. We are the 

institutions, we think the institutions, we embody the institutions, we are the change in the 

institutions. 

 

This is a reading of the counterpoint which Professor Mike Neary brings to the ‘student as 

consumer’ paradigm where knowledge, education and life is controled and consumed. In 

the face of such enclosures of the human experience, what practice might we find as a germ 

within our experience to inform the transformation of formal education so that it is open to 

more people’s lives? 

 

Here I propose the notion of ‘producer as student’ to philosophically resituate the heart of 

the pedagogical institution in the site of production extending the dialogue started by 

Neary. By making diffuse and contextual the animus of the learning/teaching-

teaching/learning juncture, those interested in new horizons can find them wherever an 

individual strives to operationalise knowing.  

 

In the face of this I raise the challenge: “what body of evidence is sufficient for an individual 

to produce outside the academic walls such that it is formally acknowledged as a valuable 

contribution to academia?” 

 

  



 

Richard Hall 
 

Against the fetishisation of the porous university 

 

In addressing the question of the role of open academics in dealing with problems ‘in the 

world’, this provocation takes as its starting-point the proletarianisation of higher education. 

Its academics and students, encumbered by precarious employment, overwhelming debt, 

and new levels of performance management, are shorn of any autonomy. Increasingly the 

labour of those academics and students is subsumed and re-engineered for value 

production, and is prey to the vicissitudes of the twin processes of financialisation and 

marketization. At the core of understanding the impact of these processes and their 

relationships to higher education is the alienated labour of the academic, as it defines the 

sociability of the University. This provocation examines the role of alienated labour in 

academic work, and relates this to the idea that the University is or may become porous, in 

order to ask what might be done differently. The argument centres on the role of mass 

intellectuality, or socially-useful knowledge and knowing, as a potential moment for 

overcoming alienated labour. The idea of mass intellectuality cracks the University from the 

inside so that its porosity increases, in order to abolish the very idea of the University. 

  



 

Jake Jackson 
 

Flipping the Art School: propositions for an expanded studio - a mindful contribution to 

the education debate 

 

“The art school should offer a responsive form of cultural advocacy by creating a network of 

opportunities, offering proactive assistance and providing support for the students’ 

developing artistic and professional projects.”  

 
Su Baker. Art School 2.0: Art School in the Information Age or Reciprocal Relations and the Art of the Possible.  

p.27 Rethinking the Contemporary Art School – The Artist, the PhD, and the Academy.  

 

How can we best support fine art students whom, for a variety of reasons, have difficulty 

negotiating their studies?  

 

Having taught within a school of fine art for almost seventeen years I have been afforded 

the opportunity to witness changes as they are occurring.  These changes include; shifting 

approaches towards engagement, changing student behaviours, and the development of 

new educational opportunities informed by advancements in digital technologies.  When 

combined, this range is tangible - it is evident in our studios every day, and takes the form of 

new polymathic practices.  As educator’s it is clear that staff, both academic and technical, 

do our level best to keep abreast of student’s ever increasing skill set.  It’s the development 

of this particular reciprocal relationship that makes art school education so interesting.  

Importantly, we all occupy an educational space where exchange takes place, where 

working relationships between staff and students develop, and where new knowledge 

occurs. However, what happens to the education of students when those with difficulties 

are unable to attend? In particular, students with debilitating conditions, such as extreme 

anxiety, agoraphobia, and obsessive compulsive disorder. In such cases, what happens to 

their educational reciprocity? And where does it occur? Answers to this age-old question 

must surely reside within the digital domain, where educational boundaries have 

diminished, and the opportunity to learn exists regardless of one’s locale.    

 

I’d like to therefore propose the development of a technologically informed pedagogy; one 

that provides a supportive education designed specifically for disadvantages students.  

Flipping the studio is now a possibility.  As creative educators, it is therefore our 

responsibility to develop a site for learning that is appropriate for the age we live in, and for 

a range of students who have choose to take this very particular educational journey.   

 

  



 

Mark Johnson 
 

Boundaries, transduction and viability: A Systems-theoretical call-to-arms for universities 

 

If we want to address the pathology of the distinction between education and society, we 

must understand the dynamics of boundaries within institutions and in society. There is a 

need for institutions and government to become scientifically committed to monitoring the 

ecology of educational and social systems. This is a systems-theoretical job in which 

Universities should be directing polity. I propose to introduce some simple systems tools for 

beginning this.  

 

We often think of formal education as a sieve: it filters out the "wheat from the chaff". The 

"education sieve" is a porous boundary which upholds and reinforces the division between 

education and society. Many progressive thinkers in education want to dissolve those 

distinctions in some way - but how? More porosity? Bigger holes? Part of the problem with 

these questions is that we focus on one boundary when there are many. The education 

system, like all natural systems, emerges through the interaction of multiple constraining 

boundaries.  

 

In nature, boundaries emerge through making distinctions and maintaining viability of an 

organism in its environment: the skin helps maintain the identity and viability of the animal. 

Boundaries can be seen as transducers: they convert one set of signals from one context 

into another for a different context: Education has to maintain its transducers. 

 

The environment presents many descriptions to us. The skin only concerns itself with those 

descriptions deemed to be of importance to survival. Equally a university department 

acquires its own building when signals from the environment can be distilled into signals 

which the department can deal with. Every boundary has two sides: there is the distilling of 

information from the environment, and there are emergent descriptions which arise from 

any new boundary.  

 

Pathology in organisations results when they attenuate too much complexity. Healthy 

organisations maintain a rich ecology of varied distinctions. Pathological organisations 

destroy this variety in the name of some simple metric (eg, money). If too much complexity 

is attenuated, the institution becomes too rigid to adapt to a changing environment. Equally 

if no attenuation occurs, the institution loses the capability of making effective distinctions - 

in biology, this is what happens in cancer. 

  



 

Bill Johnston 
 

“How porous does a university have to be before it stops being a university?” 

 

Universities as institutions have been very stable over time despite proliferation of 

universities around the globe, mass student enrolments in many countries, and greater 

technological capacity to ‘open’ the doors.  Key components of this stability include: a 

common idea of a university, usually framed in terms of higher knowledge; a campus; 

participation based largely on academic qualifications; and a general awareness and 

tolerance in society of the existence of universities.  In effect these simple parameters set 

the limits to how porous a university can be by delimiting what a university is commonly 

understood to be and who can join.   

 

Attempts to open the doors perhaps gave an impression of greater porousness in the sense 

of universities becoming more permeable.  For example:  pioneering efforts with working 

class people by the WEA, Newbattle Abbey and Ruskin; acceptance of more mature 

entrants; creation of wider access programmes; easing of entrance qualifications; 

application of technologies to permit learning at a distance from a campus.  Arguably these 

are strategies of absorption and managed expansion, reinforcing the stability of the 

institution and avoiding existential challenge. 

 

However the implication of this understanding of the university is that it can only be as 

porous as its’ limitations will allow.  This can be justified by reference to fears of dilution of 

standards, unsustainability of resourcing and the contention that not everybody wants to 

‘go to university’ anyway.  To go much beyond the limitations could, therefore, extinguish 

the commonly held conception of a university by letting its essential exclusivity leak away, at 

which point the ‘university’ disappears. 

 

Alternatively what could greater porousness entail?  For example: are there people who are 

aware of the university but would rather have a different experience? An anti-university 

perhaps?    

 

  



 

Derek Jones 
 

Open doesn’t work 

 

The evidence is in the numbers. For example: despite some incredible Open Educational 

Resources being available, they are simply not used as much as they should; The Open 

University has enviable retention rates, but only when considered as distance education 

retention rates, far lower than proximate universities; with nearly 50 years of a structured 

open educational movement, social mobility in the UK remains a huge problem and is now 

worse than ever.  

 

It’s not a new argument - being open ensures that only those who are aware, able and 

capable can actually make use of it. When it is merely open, it is the culmination of the 

neoliberal wet dream, ensuring a greater filter is placed on social mobility than if explicit 

characteristics were the determinant. Ironically, the open movement has become a coopted 

centrepiece of the neoliberal movement - we can pretend we are open whilst making sure 

only some get through. 

 

Conversely, the educational elite utilises 'open' to claim constructivist benefits through 

student-centred learning, usually through demonstration and single inspirational examples. 

It relies on a technological paradigm of ‘always open’ digital engagement - everyone 

contributes and is happy to do so leading to amazing things. The technology-as-progress-

narrative is heavily utilised and pessimistic voices are not allowed. Again, the open 

movement is coopted in the construction of this dream. 

 

This provocation claims that the word ‘open’ is the underlying problem - open is not enough 

and never has been. Current uses of it mean 'open to some’ and are failing (Western) 

society badly. 

 

‘Open' is passive; fixed and centrist. 

 

We need a new word. 

  



 

Ronald Macintyre 
 

What if  … openness flowed both ways? 

 

We all have models of post compulsory education its form and its function. We might think 

of it as a public good, whose benefits are shared by all, or we might see it as a positional 

good allowing some to differentiate themselves from others. We might think of the role of 

education providers instrumentally, for example, weaving narratives about learning as an 

economic engine At the same time we might feel something else, something about the role 

of those organisations and learners in broader social change.  

 

Whatever we imagine we tend to think about learning as a series of transformations, as a 

journey from one place to another. For me this includes arguing about   the role of 

underlying structural inequalities in shaping whether the journey starts anywhere near you, 

how easy it is to get a ticket, and the different directions each journey takes.  For others, it is 

likely to mean something different.  

 

Educators are happy to talk about how the journeys shape learners and their role in the 

shaping, I am not sure I often hear people talk about how they were shaped, how working 

with learners or other organisations changed them, the curriculum or the academy . It is my 

sense even as we imagine openness we tend to think of it flowing one way, outwards. We 

ask learners to be open to new ideas, or open content, while still privileging the academy as 

the site of knowledge.  

 

What if we thought about openness as flowing both ways? 

 

 What would it mean for educators and organisations to be open to sites of 

knowledge and ways of knowing outside the academy? 

 What would it mean for learners? 

 Is it always positive or benign, are there people or organisations we would not want 

to be open to? 

 

 

  



 

What does open mean beyond releasing content? 
 

Sheila MacNeill 

 

This blog post from Alan Levine gives a helpful definition of the differences between 

porosity and permeability.  

   

when you say porosity it really means just the volumetric measure of open space. If you want 

a metaphor, maybe this is measure of “openness” in terms of 5Rs.  

 

But when you say permeability you are talking about the ease of moving something through 

that space, and while the amount of space is a factor, others influence whether that can 

happen. Specifically that could mean if the spaces are well interconnected, like pathways, 

like networks? Maybe that is practice or pedagogy?  

 

So in terms of the porous university maybe we need to be focusing on the permeability of 

people (staff, students, the wider community) and the ways we navigate through university 

spaces, both physical and digital.    

 

So what does open porosity actually look like in practice? Is it about formal (licensed) open 

content and infrastructures or is it human processes, practice and connections?   

 

During April there has been quite a wide-ranging debate on the definition of open pedagogy 

facilitated through the Year of Open. Should it be defined and aligned only to the 5Rs of 

retain, reuse, revise, remix, redistribute? Does using the term pedagogy actual create more 

exclusion?  Is open practice far more permeable, inclusive and powerful?  

  

In these challenging times open has to mean more than content it has to be building and 

sustaining open networks and connections.  However, is an obsession with licensed content, 

our academic discourse, our research outputs actually narrowing the opportunities for open 

education outwith the academy?   

 

Recommended viewing/reading.  

 

• What is open pedagogy hangout: https://youtu.be/gmPmZEhy3Lc  

• Curated resources:  http://bit.ly/CurateOpenPed   

  

https://youtu.be/gmPmZEhy3Lc


 

Neil Mulholland 
 

„Der Fachidiot”: The Paratechnic in the Monotechnic 

 

An opportunity lies in admitting that the dominant monoculture of art education – its 

internal ethics – nurtures modernist assimilation and bias, and that, in preventing art from 

realising its educational potential, fachidiots place their own field at risk of redundancy. 

From this we may begin a productive transformation of the art school’s communities of 

practice (its great variety of staff and students) and their relations with communities of 

purpose. 

 

I will outline the genesis, key characteristics and limitations of the ‘closed’ monotechnical 

art curriculum, focusing specifically on its (ordo)liberal construction of person-hood and the 

Herderian and perennialist character of its micro-cultural identifications. 

 

For example, I will examine how the art school’s fixation with vertical integration - enclosing 

the studio as a ‘walled-garden’ - is counterintuitive given that artistic practice today is 

overtly social and extra-disciplinary. Moreover, in a world in which educational commons 

are normative, such walled-resources are unsustainable. Since it is artistically, pedagogically 

and financially untenable, the walled-garden rationalisation of the monotechnic is pursued 

solely in support of what Lamont, Beljean and Clair call boundary identification - the 

perceived need to generate a singular ethics, that unites staff and art students as citizens. I 

will demonstrate how these precise forms of micro-cultural identification (as fachidiots) 

produce inequality. 

 

Since the curriculum is the ‘content’ of art education, porosity and commoning are required 

to embrace art’s multifarious worlds of practice. A porous artistic curriculum - opening up 

and into other disciplines - facilitates a long-tail (Anderson) that encourages alterity tackles 

inequality. Allowing resources to flow across boundaries, offers ever greater artistic 

specialisation and bespoke-ness and, thus, more heterodox identifications without 

increasing the cost of access to education. 

 

I conclude with some examples of ‘open’, integrated, paratechnical tactics and strategies. 

From this, I suggest that the paratechnic inculcates the following values: 

 

• Diversification of methods < > Diverse communities of practice 

• Externally-networked ‘dissensus’ (Readings) 

• 1:1 scale / non-representational / ‘immediation’ 

• Ludic adaptive flow 

• Paragogy: Peer2Peer cooperation and collegiality 

 

  



 

Frank Rennie 
 

The university beyond it’s walls 

 

Video provocation available at: 

 

https://stream.uhi.ac.uk/Play/7495  

 

  

https://stream.uhi.ac.uk/Play/7495


 

Keith Smyth  
 

The curriculum as a co-operative space 

 

This provocation contends that the way in which we conceptualise the curriculum, and the 

means by which we organise and instantiate our curricula within higher education, is the 

primary challenge to the porosity of our universities and the sharing and creation of 

knowledge for the public good. 

 

Prevailing models of the curriculum as a body of knowledge to be imparted to students, and 

of the curriculum as a process of interaction between teachers, students and bodies of 

knowledge, often translate to curricula that create a false distance between disciplines, and 

within which there are very narrow definitions of what is to be learned, by whom, and for 

what broader purpose.   

 

These boundaries are compounded by how the curriculum is organised and accessed, and 

here we can observe for example how the modular system and educational technologies of 

our universities often ‘design out’ opportunities for learning across cohorts and disciplines, 

curtail the ways in which our learners might meaningfully engage with the wider 

communities to which they belong, and restrict the opportunities both for learning and 

accessing knowledge that might be made available to those who are currently ‘othered’ by 

the higher education system.  

 

Freire’s view on educational praxis as a process of reflection and action directed at the 

structures to be transformed, points towards other possibilities in terms of a socially 

responsible and responsive curriculum through which higher education as a public good can 

be realised. However despite the examples of curriculum as praxis that are to be found 

across the higher education sector, we can often observe that the locus of control in 

defining the curriculum, and what is possible through the curriculum, remains with the 

institution and formally recognised ‘stakeholders’ in the curriculum rather than being a 

shared concern amongst the potential beneficiaries of higher education. 

 

This provocation will argue for the need to re-conceptualise and re-organise the curriculum 

as a co-operative and co-located space, rooted in the collective needs of communities that 

intersect within, across and beyond the formal higher education system, if we are to fully 

realise what is possible in terms of open education practice, educational praxis, and the 

Porous University. 

  



 

Gina Wall 
 

 
 

  

 

 

 


