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Abstract 
This is a variant of action-based research (AR) project which empowered staff in Art, Media and Design in Thailand to drive their own development within educational change processes. The research had to deal with intervening factors such as the impact of new media technologies, anticipated in new legislation for Higher Education. The study outlines the methodological practice that allowed Art and Design lecturers in Thailand to retool their higher educational system. It developed a national network with regional and local platforms for input and implementation of ideas and working practice. This concept is based on the idea that through participation, groups of stake holders are able to adapt and help to generate ideas which integrate knowledge, practice and insight. This academic system has created a national process of new developments for current and future cohorts in Art and Design in Thailand. Validation of this participatory design process has been built in through repeat cycles. This cyclic progression concept has helped to generate and disseminate ideas through a combined bottom-up and top-down process.

The paper describes a longitudinal project that has utilised techniques for participatory action research. It has moved higher vocational education for art and Design into mainstream university education through the development of integrating professional strands of Art and Design as a new national educational system. It is part of a nationwide effort, responding to economic and social demands that face Thailand in the next decades. This massive undertaking has taken 10 years to prepare and came into effect by the end of 2003. It seeks to give access to more levels of society in order to bring more creative potential and working power forward for a prosperous and harmonious society. It is a large-scale design process using participatory action research (PAR), aimed to facilitate the transition of higher vocational education for Art and Design into a new unified university system.

After a strategic planning period starting in 1992 to modernise and unify the whole education system for a population of 60 to 65 million, the Thai government moved in 1997 into an operational planning period which introduced detailed legislation and directives for the new system by the end of 2002. To prepare for the implementation of change, a consultative process of five years was instigated. This required all sectors and levels of Thai education to formulate (and reformulate) operational directives for the new acts and regulations. Art and Design, as one of the subject areas, had to develop their own system to inform and create ideas leading to solutions to adjust the new educational system to larger throughput with more differentiated standards. The research methodology is part-experimental and part-reflective, covering complex meshes of technological, psychological, social, economic and legal change. Outcomes were mainly content driven, aimed to generate advances of knowledge that directly improved the people situation at project level.
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1. Introduction

The increasing urgency of demands to adjust socially to the economic opportunities of new technologies has driven developments in Thailand to a set of acts to re-organise all formal education. The planning process for this massive undertaking started in 1992 when the Thai government initiated ideas to recast its total educational provision. Ground rules for this development were prepared throughout a planning period from 1992 to 1996. In 1997 the so-called 8th National Development Plan initiated a further cycle of five-year planning which involved teaching staff at all levels, in order to create detailed working operational directives. All sectors of education covering all subjects were involved [1]. 

Part of this new system, the Educational Reform Act of 1999, asked for comprehensive visions to integrate all levels of degree education in a single university system incorporating all special, technical and general higher education provisions outside the universities. This meant that Thai Higher Vocational institutions were to become universities in their own right in 2003, a situation similar to what happened in the UK in 1992 when polytechnics became universities. All these institutions therefore had to develop postgraduate programmes and research as well as reorganise their undergraduate programmes where necessary. The older universities also faced a re-casting of their legal and organisational structures in the new situation, because all state universities were to adopt a form of privatisation as educational corporations. The same happened in the UK when higher vocational education and traditional university education merged into a new single university system. 

This paper concentrates only on the situation for the preparation for the creative professions in Art and Design (including media art and media design), as one of the sectors of higher education which had to reconsider its direction and purpose. Like all other subjects of study it had to adjust its philosophies by creating more inclusive forms of serving the Thai community by the time the act became operational. This was initially set for July 2003. The new single university system had to maintain the expectations of high levels of preparation for life and work but make that available for more students than before and, significantly, for students from social classes previously under-represented in the university system. The complexity of making these adjustments in practice delayed implementation for several months beyond the stated deadline.

1.1 A disproportionate growth for Art, Media and Design and leaps in media technology

Student demand was (and still is) a main concern for the Thai government. In the mid-nineties all degree courses were instructed to increase their intake substantially, in many cases well beyond the capacity of the existing infrastructures at local levels. But this did not happen in equal measures in all subjects. The demand for creative education in Art and Design, particularly geared to the use of new media technologies, was excessive compared to many other subjects [2]. For example in 1997 the increase in student numbers in Art and Design in 36 Rajabhat Institutions for higher vocational education was 109.44%. The following year it increased again by 29.56% above planning targets on top of the increase of the previous year [3]. No wonder that concerns of colleagues in Art, Media and Design were sky high at the time. On top of student demand, staff also faced dealing with fast mutating and new creative production methods, and revisions of production capacities in the design and media industries. All this required significant skill adjustments through the rapidly increasing availability of digital technologies. 
Earning capacity for those with the right skills, working commercially, rose dramatically at the same time. Salaries in teaching remained however broadly the same. Management started to fear that older experienced staff would seek early retirement to avoid the upheaval of new organisational structures on top of the existing problems of adjusting to student increases and new technologies. Demands for teaching space, equipment and the right kind of staffing were competing for attention and took place amid an enthusiastic influx of larger and larger cohorts of students. The teaching profession in Art, Media and Design at the time was seeking for immediate and mid-range answers - answers for the here and now linked to concerns with answers for possible tomorrows. Such questions and answers were often influenced by uncertainty as a result of the then unformed ideas how the new legislation would need to be filled in to cope with all such issues after the projected implementation date of 2003.
2. Creating common ground for answers at class room level for Art, Media and Design

The Art and Design department of Chiangmai Rajabhat Institute (changed into a university like all higher vocational education at the end of 2003) was the first in Thailand to initiate a national conference on these issues for their discipline. They linked up in 1997 with the Art, Media and Design Faculty of the University of the West of England, Bristol, to include practical experience with research expertise and change in educational demands, which were similar in nature to those required by new Thai acts for higher education. This conference idea was the starting point of the design of a large human communication research project covering a series of recurrent national conferences (see Appendix A) linked to local workshops, hosted in turn by sister institutions throughout the country, that helped teachers to adjust their perceptions and actions required to implement the changes for education for the creative professions.

The national conference for Art, Media and Design (AMD) addressing the issue, called by the emerging new Thai legislation for education, was organised in June 1998 in Chiangmai as a two-day event for practitioners and teachers and drew 154 delegates involved with Art, Media and Design in total. It concentrated on issues and solutions around the questions of new media technology.

The second conference a year later became a three-day event in August 1999 hosted by Rajabhat Institute Suan Dusit at Thanalongkorn Tower in the southern part of Bangkok. It increased its number of delegates to a total of 234. The discussion and resolutions progressed from IT technology towards ideas about university level teaching and learning. 

During the time between the second and third conferences a series of workshops mainly geared towards updating computer skills for academic staff were organised for the whole country as a result of the resolutions tabled in the first two conferences. 

The third event, also three days, in November 2000 was hosted by Rajabhat Institute Chandrakasem in the north of Bangkok and had a total of 349 delegates. It concentrated on the nature, roles and demands of research in Art, Media and Design [4] within a new single university system.

Computer updating courses after the third conference were extended with more advanced course programmes.

The fourth and last three-day national conference before the start of the changeover to a single university system was in November 2001 at Rajabhat Institute Suan-Sunandha in central Bangkok. It drew a total of 451 delegates. The discussions, exchange of ideas and resolutions covered the integration of research, teaching and learning for the creative professions, linking ideas about quality control in the new single university system of Thailand with international recognised standards of achievement.

The progression of impact in quantitative measures, a persistent increase in attendance in this participatory process, was matched by a qualitative increase, in terms of evidence of a developing comprehension and acceptance of what needed to be done. But shortcomings within this process of collective realisation were also noted. A main issue which came forward was a dawning realisation that resources and return of investment in time and money would not allow everybody with research inclinations to pursue the research activities required by new expectations for university level teaching. In other words, although it became accepted that research and development should be pursued by the renewed and expanded university sector, it was also realised that this route could only be travelled by a limited number of colleagues. 

There were other sticking-points: for example, there was lack of shared perceptions of  what research in Art and Design should and could pursue. The majority view was that it should be something which was applied to professional practice or underpinned educational development. The minority of staff with a PhD background argued that robust research infrastructures for Art and Design research are based on abilities to use research as a distinct separate and useful tool parallel to the tools for the practice of Art and Design or teaching. This view was met with disbelief by the majority of attendees without formal research qualifications.

These issues were embedded in indications that in general there was not enough willingness outside the confines of conference attendance to seek for ways to maximise the desired change to a new research culture envisaged by the new Thai legislation. Priorities, from the day-to-day demands from the majority of students and the existing vocational ideologies of staff, designated research as something which is desirable but often impossible beyond the limitations of individual interest and current availability of time commitments. There was also some despair about the realities of available resources for the future development of the system. Such negative (but probably realistic) perceptions emphasised that designing a communication process which allows for a growing of perceptions about the implications in new situations does not necessarily lead immediately to measures for remedies. Facilitating change in terms of historical resource allocation requires leaps in behaviour which need to be nurtured by a continuous flow of appropriate action, well beyond the perceptual possibilities envisaged by many participants. 

3. Developing research which created usable results for AMD in Thailand

Issues of seeking for ideas, which would alleviate some of the immediate concerns, as well as offering visions with a longer horizon, are fairly typical in research. In fact most of the initial planning of the first conference was done with people who did not want research but the certainty of comfortable solutions within an immediate time span. Such issues generated through crisis situations are well described by action researchers. Action research is a school of thought that feels that its prime responsibility is to respond constructively to the needs of specific communities in order to improve their situation. It initiates emancipatory processes which involve the people concerned in developing conditions which facilitate change in desired directions [5]. 

This action-based (AR) research project was to empower staff in Art, Media and Design in driving their own development within educational change processes. The research methodology is part-experimental and part-reflective and deals with complex meshes of technological, psychological, social, economic and legal change. Adjustment of existing AR techniques has expanded the available instruments for an overlapping concept within AR, called participating action research (PAR). One of the main conceptual tools for this type of interdisciplinary research is a cyclic model developed initially by Kurt Lewin, the founder of the Action Research school of thought. 
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Illustration: Lewin’s cyclic model, redrawn

Over the last 60 years this conceptual model has been used and adapted by ten of thousands of action research groups throughout the world (see Appendix B). The model is based on repeating cycles of planning, action, observation and reflection through time, till the issues are clear within the community concerned.

However it would be wrong to suggest that this repeating cycle of planning, action, observation and reflection through time is only used by action researchers. Empirical researchers have used time-based cyclic modelling to great effect for decades. De Groot [6], for example, described several applications and used the same cyclic concept model half a century ago with the words: observation, induction, deduction and testing, in his classic handbook on philosophy and research in behavioural science. The essence of action research for this cyclic process lies in a bundle of examples of strategies which synchronise ambitions of researchers with those of users, taking into account the conditions which may involve handling ambitions of funding agencies.

3.1 An action research structure for a national system of Art, Media and Design education

Applying a conceptual cyclic model in PAR, to design a desired communication and behavioural development project, is dependent on establishing an event series (and manage it) which mobilises the people concerned in groups that can start tackling issues. Often a so-called “search conference” is organised to create such an event. Search conferences are tools to generate discussions (without a formal agenda) in order to start a clarification process for people directly involved with a particular issue. The process is experimental and requires a range of preparation activities, like the articulation of an initial issue to mobilise people, finding funding and where necessary obtaining approval of decision makers to involve large numbers of people before the search conference takes shape [7]. In this case decision makers in control of educational organisation and funding did not want to hear about the search conference method. This was unexpected since the Thai legislation required consultation at classroom level as a fundamental issue to find and disseminate ideas to fill in the day-to-day practical aspects for the anticipated educational system change [1]. However the initial funding authority was willing to deal with an ordinary conference with powerful speakers talking about immediate concerns of changes for higher vocational local systems for the creative professions in Art, Media and Design. 

Within PAR methodology it meant a top-down approach instead of a bottom-up approach. The researchers managed to mix the initially desired top-down with a required bottom-up approach in order to mobilise staff into a self-determining process. Using only a top-down approach creates an expectancy to wait for further directives to come down. This is often the norm in most state-driven vocational education. It was a sign of progress that after the first conference the funding agencies accepted that the ideology of a university system implies (within western educational philosophies) a level of self-contained control in terms of a sense of academic responsibility within society as a whole. That this includes abilities to search and re-search for the relevance of what is taught and learned in a university system became tentatively an acceptable idea. The logic if this implied that this required an attitude shift from the problem solving approaches of traditional vocational Thai education towards a problem identification level prior to a focus on problem solving strategies, which became the issue in the second conference. After this the third conference explored research issues in a wider context but that remained somehow separate from teaching and the organisation of the new universities, avoiding some of the potential initial conflicts about the purpose of research in Art, Media and Design. The fourth conference integrated previous explored ideas and began a realistic appraisal how in future Art, Media and Design would be able to organise the full portfolio of tasks envisaged at grass-root levels. The whole realisation process on a national scale for staff directly involved in teaching took subsequently nearly five years.

The project had been brought out in the open in 1998, a year after the start for the necessary groundwork, by bringing Art, Media and Design teaching staff together in the first national conference of this kind in Chiangmai. The two researchers who initiated and managed this project needed to pour a significant amount of effort into preparing the conditions for such a massive project to take off. First of all clarity of purpose was necessary, sufficient to obtain cooperation, with sequences of formal and informal approvals, at several levels in the educational organisation of Thailand. This included getting approval to host an event as a possible trigger mechanism for a further series of events. It also involved a hunt for funding and funding guarantees. This incorporated not only the conference organisation, but also travelling and attendance approvals for staff throughout the nation. 

Any conference, in this case a formal conference with an embedded search conference, also needs an ideological position to draw an initial group of people support together. To do this a core of involved people has be found to establish guidelines and commission a smaller steering committee to drive the event forward towards realisation. The steering committee, including a researcher, had to develop a marketing strategy which would create sufficient response from colleagues in the country to start up the first event. The marketing philosophy was adjusted though approaching the issue with selected target groups. It was an initial form of testing perceptions in order to refine the clarity of the ideas which might bring in enough attendance to start up the second phase of the research to mobilize enough mass of participants. 

For the two researchers this meant first the creation of one and later more nuclei for communication, each with enough content value as a resource to create linked repeating cycles of activities during the four available years throughout the country. These nuclei groupings were the regional cores involved with testing and nurturing ideas for the implementation of the new act for higher education in each successive phase. All of them had to generate enough substance to become operational at a more general applicable level. The creation of such a series of events became the underpinning power to generate enough critical momentum to make Lewin’s cyclic model relevant as a tool on a national scale and facilitate the desired change envisaged in Thai legislation for higher education with continued (re)starting points.

3.2 Mobilising core groups to develop Art, Media and Design throughout the nation

The first steering group initially used a hypothetical concern that many traditional skills in creating and making were being dragged into a cycle of rapid technological revolution. But it soon became clear that staff in the field were not interested in using the term research in any form. Frankly it put them off the project idea altogether. The term ‘research’ suggested to all something that took time and was uncertain; teaching staff were adamant that the crisis situation they faced would not allow them the luxury of such research. They all liked however the term participative and suggested that together they were willing to design the structures for change. Subsequently we used the term participative design throughout the whole project. 

The search techniques built into the conference agenda helped to identify and articulate patterns of actual living concerns among the community of artists and designers and teachers. These views when matured had to be confirmed in subsequent events. It was therefore essential for the whole idea that the initial meeting called for a repeat event. This also happened in the following meeting, resulting in a substantial project covering four annual sequences of repeating national conferences with associated sets of small workgroups throughout Thailand. Each succeeding event implemented issues identified in earlier conferences. 

During the four years the cycle of organised events designed and directed change on local and national level. It created conditions for communal articulation of ways that facilitate social processes around adaptation, adoption and integration into new and changing circumstances within particular sectors of work, adapted to specific local conditions. This adaptation of PAR methods handled intervening factors like the impact of new media technologies (a major factor anticipated in the new Thai legislation) and moved ideas for learning and teaching around, establishing an emerging research ideology for the creative professions of Art, Media and Design. But it was also capable in handling the obvious regional differences in infrastructures available to handle the discussed issues.

The loop of practice and reflection to inform further practice generates evidence of progress within AR and PAR methodology according to Darwin and others [8]. In his 1999 study he reported on another large (international) PAR project, to facilitate industrial innovation in EU countries, using a complex organisational network of management, unions and governmental agencies. Darwin emphasises in this type of loop that the discourse among participants improves practice in the social context. Distinctions of change in each cycle in such cases are at least twofold in character. In the first place the situational conditions are different; this might hide possible progress or emphasise change beyond its real impact. In the second place identification of results within the change have to be set against the ambitions for a project. 

These ambitions were articulated within the legal situation that faced Thailand at the time for this project. The nature and handling of such ambitions is covered in the theoretical directives for AR as the ideological dimension for the research. Ideology in these terms deals with what people believe or want to believe to direct their actions in life situations.

Analysis of the underlying levels of ideology encountered in particular social settings creates patterns. These are the frames of reference that make value judgements possible. Qualifying and possibly quantifying such results is then set against aim and objectives of a research project. The search conference method integrates a five-step process [7]; see also 5.1 :
•
First, it creates discourse aimed at sharing different stakeholders’ interpretations of history

•
Second, it develops a common vision (goals) for the future and what will happen if the future is not addressed creatively.

•
Third, it engages the participants in creative activity, searching for action plans to reach desired goals.

•
Fourth, it facilitates a collective prioritising among action issues.

•
Fifth, it links planning to action groups and specific actions. The outcome of the search conference is a set of action issues and plans that participants want to pursue collectively.

To create such a process for each of the four conferences planners organised a formal lecture programme stimulating the issues on hand, with time allocated on the last day for discussion workshops. These workshops were arranged in small groups to facilitate entities for fruitful discussion. Each group had to select a leader to be discussion controller and group representative for the presentation of discussion results. All groups were recorded on video, a common practice in Thailand to obtain records that might assist in the drafting of minutes and conference resolutions. It is also used to create tapes to take back to show to colleagues and to use as discussion topics in student workgroups. 

4. Group discussions and their impact

The group discussion sessions of the first national conference on 19 June 1998 in Chiangmai were the first to gather conclusions from the discussion to be built out for useful ideas for the future. They tested the initial hypothesis about the living concerns, and reformulated and extended this range, validated by a representative section of the community concerned. All groups selected and presented problems that were identified in main issues such as: 

· issues about the current curriculum in AMD 

· reflections on teaching and learning methodologies 

· problems with educational policies and local management 

· staff development problems, which were clearly the hottest discussion topic since this was proposed as the first issue in all discussion groups. Staff development problems emphasised IT and were identified as a single issue but operative at two levels: issues relevant for higher education and for the preceding level, the secondary school system preparing pupils for degree education. 

The researchers took care that such issues remained a focus of attention for all discussion groups throughout the four-year cycle. But true to AR and PAR methodology the levels of sophistication changed the actual content of the discussions significantly. Conclusions through using PAR methodology are mainly content-driven. They aim to generate advances of knowledge that directly improve the people situation on project level. This participative research process has been managed to help the natural evolutionary processes within the epistemology for educational organisation. In this case it was specifically geared to relevance for Art and Design in a particular geopolitical situation with specific timeframes. This approach lifts it beyond theoretical speculation. To be practically useful to those involved it needs constant processes of clarification, usable at several levels of sophistication. As such it generated theoretical insights which became case specific. The volume of similar cases gives it some validity which goes beyond a specific situation. Multiple repeats facilitated and underpinned the generation of ideas which have been adopted at local and national levels, evolving AMD higher vocational education into mainstream university-level education. 

The starting point was the creation of a focus which has united a large community of Art, Media and Design staff in taking up the responsibilities of change as anticipated by the new Thai law for Higher Education. The research conclusions also imply contributions or additions to the theoretical foundation of Action Research methodology. On an instrumental level conclusions point out that the “traditional AR search conference” technique, a so-called bottom-up or grass-root system, is not always acceptable to decision-makers or its potential users. For such situations a merging of top-down and grass-root up offers more opportunities. Maintaining the performance of this tool has been the most time-consuming aspect of this research project. 

Research practice focused on how to handle, in the field, the consequences of strengths and weaknesses of dealing with the unavoidable ideological dimensions in AR and PAR research. Keeping the focus for example would not have been possible if there had been no legal framework as a guide to keep the project within its national desired direction. It was an underlying fear of administrators that this could happen with a participative research approach which emphasised only bottom-up approaches. For the researchers and their steering groups handling regional diversity situations was also time-consuming with regard to maintaining the national scale of this project. The project covers a landmass equal to Great Britain with a society of 60 million registered people floating upwards to 65 million including estimates of people without all required registration papers such as borderland tribes and a grey market of workers without the required permits.

5. Developing ideological insight is the key for change processes

Real-time action research deals with the fluidity of interaction in life. The relationships and contradictions between actions and words are the concepts which a researcher has to handle. This is not possible without an understanding and awareness of the driving thought processes which underpin words and actions. Tuning ideological aspirations toward a project aim is a powerful tactic but generating aspirations which cannot be met demonstrates the weakness of this approach. 

In the case of this project the aspirations were generated over the years in higher education in Thailand. It depended on what was said and thought about the roles of university and higher vocational education for the professional practice of Art, Media and Design. The changes in Thai law are reflections of ideas how to repair the discrepancies in what people said and were able to do in degree education. Like all evolving subjects, Art, Media and Design vocational education had reached (in Thailand and earlier in the UK) a stage where ambitions and ideology no longer overlapped with the realities in the field. The educational law therefore created conditions for a revision of ideological directives for degree education with larger and more specified dimensions, to respond to the needs of society. However, this legislative framework was done in broad brushstrokes. The actualisation was left to the people concerned, the teaching staff and educational managers of the system.

5.1 Navigating through ideological positions

If improving a communally felt situation is the key concept, it implies that practitioners who design action based social research always have an epistemological position related to forms of ideologically driven activity. Guba [9] and others [10] have argued that values derived from particular ideological positions always play an important role in any school of thought involved with research methodologies. Questions are often about how overt or articulated philosophical positions are stated. According to Tuomi [11] 

…” research cannot only be about objective descriptions of the world ‘out there’; instead, it reflects the social system within which research is conducted. Various forms of participatory, emancipatory and action research have pointed out that values enter research in a multitude of ways, starting from framing of the research problem, all the way to the decision of criteria for successful results”… 

To understand the intended values of research means therefore to do justice to ideological positions; that involves paying attention to clear descriptions. So for example even the classic positivist position of detached observation can be bridged with personal feelings of involvement with the object of study. As long as the ideological position of detachment from the subject of study is clearly stated it is possible to control possible levels of contamination in the observational process. Hoenisch [12] in an excellent essay about Max Weber’s view on objectivity in the social sciences indicates that Weber already separated statements of fact from statements of value. However clearly positions are stated, if others do not believe in the underlying value system, which generates positions, situations may remain unresolved. The key for consensus is through articulation of sets of values underpinning a social process.

6. Conclusions

Conclusions through using PAR methodology are emotional as well as factual and thus mainly content-driven for the people involved. They aim to generate advances of knowledge that directly improve the people situation on project level. This research has generated ideas which have been adopted in Thailand at local and national level to evolve AMD higher vocational education into mainstream university level education. It has created a focus which has united the community of Art, Media and Design staff in taking up the responsibilities of change as anticipated by the new Thai law for Higher Education. The research conclusions also cover an addition to the theoretical foundation of Action Research methodology. On an instrumental level conclusions point out that the “traditional AR search conference” technique, a so-called bottom-up or grass-roots system, is not always acceptable to decision-makers or its potential users. For such situations a merging of top-down and grass-roots up offers more opportunities. The development and performance of this tool is extensively covered in this PAR based research project. The project has also focused on the strengths and weaknesses of handling ideological dimensions in PAR research. Tuning ideological aspirations toward a project aim is a powerful tactic but generating aspirations which cannot be met demonstrates the weakness of this approach.
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Appendix A 

The pattern of acceleration of interest for the four national conferences organised for this project:

- 18-19 June 1998, first national conference at Tarin Hotel, Chiangmai

 It had 154 delegates in total - 72 for two days and 82 for less time

- 10-12 August 1999, second national conference at Tanalongkorn Tower, Bangkok

 It had 234 delegates in total - 84 three days and 150 for less time

- 28-30 November 2000, Rajabhat Institute Chandrakasem, Bangkok

 It had 349 delegates in total -179 for three days and 170 for less time

- 27-29 November 2001, Rajabhat Institute Suan-Sunandha, Bangkok

 It had 451 delegates in total - 201 for three days and 250 for less time.

Appendix B 

Any web search engine will generate extensive listings of AR projects.  See for example URL: http://www tavinstitute.org or the websites at the Harvard University Graduate School of Design.
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