
Daphne Loads 1, Daphne Loads 2 
1University of Edinburgh, United Kingdom, 2Edinburgh Napier University, United Kingdom 

'I am a dancer' and 'I've got a saucepan stuck on m y head': facing lecturers with the challenge 

of uncertainty (0013)  

Programme number:  L6.1  

Research Domain: Academic Practice, Work and Cultur es 

Abstract 

University lecturers need to help their students to develop ways of being that will allow them to flourish 

amidst uncertainty. Professional development workshops involving artwork and reflection provide a 

space where lecturers themselves can hold, examine and develop tolerance for uncertainty. Artwork 

and exploration of metaphors enable them to reflect on who they are as teachers, and what teaching 

means to them: two enquiries that are likely to involve some encounters with uncertainty. Two series 

of art workshops were offered to 11 nurse educators over two periods of three months. The workshops 

were characterised by exploration of metaphors. Photographs of their artwork are presented, which 

demonstrate that participants were enabled to stay with uncertainty and explore their meaning making. 

 

Introduction 

In order to thrive in a supercomplex world, university students need to develop 

particular ways of being. They must be able to deal with unpredictable, 

intricately interrelated and ever changing situations which can only be 

understood through frameworks that are themselves unstable and 

contradictory (Barnett 2004). McCune (2009 231) claims that in order to foster 

this development in their students, lecturers themselves must have time to 

‘reflect deeply,’ ‘make imaginative leaps, ‘think beyond’ familiar assumptions 

and practices, and learn to tolerate ‘provisionality and uncertainty’. Professional development 

workshops involving artwork and reflection provide a space where lecturers can develop such a 

tolerance. In their creation of collages, masks and drawings and in subsequent reflection on their 

artwork, I encourage lecturers to linger with ambiguity and not knowing. 

 

Methodology 

Two series of 3 × 3-hour workshops were offered to two groups of lecturers; 

over a period of six months. All participants, one man and ten women, are educators in a School of 

Nursing, midwifery and Social Care in a post-1992 Scottish university.  

 

Chris’s collage: ‘I am a dancer’ 

Chris was the only male lecturer in the group, with five years’ experience in higher education. He 

represents himself as dancer, holding together the strength, poise and beauty of the male figure with 

the vulnerability suggested by his protective stance. For Chris, teaching is both performance, which he 

loves, and organisation, in which he feels weak. Time is both the dancer’s moment of stillness, and the 



frenzy of multiple clocks and a starting pistol that surround him. The process of making his collage 

embodies for Chris the agony of not being able to make sense of his role: 

 

‘I’ve always got this thing about getting things right. So I think the actual kind of working out 

what was to go where and stuff was – I think initially it was quite difficult – and trying to make 

sure I’d got everything in its place and stuff….’ 

‘I don’t seem to be able to know what’s supposed to happen, who’s responsible, if I’m 

responsible for anything.’ 

 

He finds this uncertainty troubling, and being asked to look back at his collage 

is painful: 

 

 ‘It reminds me how scattered and ill-formed things are. And I just, I don’t know enough.’ 

 

However, he feels that the experience was worthwhile, and when asked if he 

regrets taking part, he is quite clear: 

 

‘No, not at all, actually. I think I needed space to kind of be me, I suppose, and to think 

about these things.’ 

 

Gertie’s collage: ‘When I am blindfolded, I hear an d feel’ 

Gertie has four years’ experience of teaching in higher education. Gertie at first selected and later 

highlighted a short piece of text from a magazine which 

identified the benefits of groping one’s way blindfolded around familiar 

environments in order to reawaken the senses of touch and hearing. This seems to be a metaphor for 

her experience in the workshops, when she 

was invited to pay close attention to a single, unfamiliar way of making sense 

of things: through images and without words. 

 

 

Davina’s collage: ‘I’ve got a saucepan stuck on my head’ 

Davina has three years’ experience of teaching in higher education. She found the workshops very 

strange. Unlike other group members, she had never experienced this kind of activity, and was quite 

taken aback by what she saw and heard: 

 

‘(I was) ….a bit kind of shell-shocked listening to people speak…one of the pictures was all kind of 

black pictures, you know and people dressed up and yeah just all kind of black pictures, dark pictures, 

all doom and gloom and that was a bit scary I suppose, listening to somebody – you know – divulging 

such personal stuff? You know from just flicking through a magazine for somebody to pick out those 

specific pictures and you know start explaining what that meant for them. I found it difficult to listen to.’ 



 

Like the sheepdog who features prominently in her collage, with a saucepan stuck on his head, 

Davina felt a lot of discomfort in the first workshop, and couldn’t really see what was going on. 

However, in the second workshop she began to re-evaluate her concept of who she was as a teacher 

to encompass not only what she did, but how she felt and thought. In this initial movement she added 

text that acknowledged her sense of being overwhelmed: ‘feeling like workload is too much and 

wanting to hide away’ and identified her need to ‘make time for fun and relaxation.’ 

In this way she was able to impose some meaning on images that she had previously assembled in a 

partly random manner. 

 

Discussion 

 

It is possible to create spaces where academics can learn to live with uncertainty, so that they may 

better prepare their students to thrive in an uncertain world. Art workshops are one example of such 

spaces, in which lecturers experiment with new activities and are invited to re-experience and re-

evaluate familiar ones. They acknowledge contradiction and ambiguity, leaving space for not knowing 

and for the making of new meanings.  

 

It is not possible or even helpful to make explicit the links between the workshops and particular 

learning and teaching activities. Partly this is due to the “logical conundrum” of preparing for the 

unknown (Barnett,2004,247). Partly it is because potential benefits are likely to emerge over a broader 

time period than my investigation, and at a deeper level than will be revealed in inventories of teacher 

activities or student satisfaction questionnaires.  

 

I am not suggesting that the activities reported here would be helpful to all lecturers in higher 

education. Rather, I am presenting the workshops as an example of the kind of space that can be 

opened up in a university, in the hope that the reader may reflect on what such spaces might mean for 

their own development and that of their colleagues, particularly in relation to 

operationalisng the concept of being-for-uncertainty. 
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