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Abstract: Systems of monitoring and control have left many educators and organisations in the field of post-compulsory education struggling to find ways to meet
the needs of an increasingly diverse society. Education is complex. Many educators
would agree that it is influenced by many, often contradictory, voices and power
structures. Based on the findings of a case study involving multiple programmes in
a post-compulsory education institution in Aotearoa/New Zealand, this paper aims
to unravel this complexity for the case of educational programmes. It describes how
programmes can be seen as complex systems, created by people and directed by
discourses in society, some of which are more influential than others. If programmes
are seen as complex systems, the experience of struggle as referred to above can be
understood as a consequence of the attempt to control the complexity rather than
work with it. This control limits the possibilities for development and innovation.
Alternatively, as this paper will explain, acknowledging and embracing the complexity of programmes helps open up spaces for innovation that would otherwise remain
hidden. It is argued that the ultimate space for change is educators’ personal and
collective responsibility for the discourses in society they choose to follow.
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The quality of post-compulsory education is
often presented using simplified means such as
predefined standards and league tables. These are
controlled through systems requiring educational
programmes to fit within prescribed frameworks
and monitoring regimes.
Yet, post-compulsory educators are continuously
expected to meet the needs of an increasingly
diverse and complex society. However, the control
systems are unable to cater for this complexity,
and they also put limits on opportunities for
development and innovation. Therefore, as an
educator, it is easy to feel trapped.
This paper looks at educational programmes in a
different way. It considers them as “living” entities
that cannot be controlled, but are continuously
influenced by the complexity of values and beliefs
in society. When embracing this idea, this paper
shows how new and empowering spaces for
innovation of programmes open up that can help
meet the widely diverse needs of society and
students engaging in post-compulsory education.
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1. Introduction
Educators and organisations working in the field of post-compulsory or higher education are continuously challenged to meet the needs of an increasingly diverse society. Yet, in Aotearoa/New Zealand,
graduate outcomes of educational programmes are increasingly nationally prescribed and monitored; programmes have to fit predefined models and structures and are subject to rigorous approval
and accreditation processes; learning outcomes are prescribed in minute detail; and moderation processes control assessments and sometimes also teaching methods and learning materials. Once a
programme has been approved and is being taught, it is subject to educational performance indicators and accountability reports, and changes to the programme usually involve additional paperwork
and approval processes.
As an educator working in this system, it is easy to feel trapped. The limitations put on attempts
to innovate seem so overwhelming that it is tempting for educators and educational organisations
either to not bother with making changes or to just tweak within the small space of autonomy that
they have left.
Education is complex. Many educators would agree that it is influenced by many, often contradictory, voices and power structures. Based on the findings of a case study involving multiple programmes in a post-compulsory education institution in Aotearoa/New Zealand, this paper aims to
unravel this complexity for the case of educational programmes.
If programmes are seen as complex systems, the feelings of being trapped as referred to above
can be explained as a consequence of the attempt to control the complexity rather than work with
it. As such, the control limits the possibilities for development and innovation. However, acknowledging and embracing the complexity of programmes can help identify spaces for change and innovation, and open up those spaces that would otherwise remain hidden.
The structure of this paper is as follows. Section 2 uses scholarly literature to explain the concept
of complex systems as relevant to this paper. Subsequently, the research project that underpins the
findings and the argument in this paper is described briefly in Section 3. Section 4 then presents how
findings from this research project have created a picture of educational programmes as complex
systems. Finally, in Section 5, spaces for change and innovation within these systems are identified
and explained.

2. Complex systems
Complexity theory claims that phenomena can be understood as complex systems, which consist of
innumerable constituents that connect, interact, organise and re-organise in countless ways (Mason,
2008). It has its origins in the natural sciences, among other things to understand ecosystems. There
appears to be a growing body of literature applying this theory to help increase our understanding
of education (e.g. Davis, Sumara, & Luce-Kapler, 2008; https://ejournals.library.ualberta.ca/index.
php/complicity/index; Osberg & Biesta, 2010).
There is no single definition or conceptualisation of complexity or complexity theory (AldaheffJones, 2008). A major distinction between different conceptualisations is whether or not a system is
deterministic, i.e. whether the new possibilities that emerge from a complex system are foreseeable
or not (Aldaheff-Jones, 2008; Osberg & Biesta, 2007). This depends on whether the complex system
is closed or open. Determinism is related to closed systems, which do not interact with the outside
world. Open systems, on the other hand, interact continuously with their environment, allowing
adaptation and development in unpredictable ways (Osberg & Biesta, 2007). Because an open system’s constituents are interconnected and the system interacts with the environment, such a complex system cannot be broken down in its parts, without losing some essential characteristics (Davis
et al., 2008). This makes it difficult to create a picture of the whole of the system. The only way to get
an indication of what the system looks like is to study patterns within the system that are identified
in the moment (Smitherman, 2005).
Page 2 of 12

Govers, Cogent Education (2016), 3: 1172395
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2016.1172395

The interactions between an open complex system’s constituents and the environment create
triggers and disturbances that shape subsequent interactions within the system, and cause the system to respond and change (Davis et al., 2008), thus creating new possibilities for the system as a
whole. This process allows an open complex system to learn and develop without the help of an
overseer (Davis et al., 2008; Mason, 2008). In other words, an open complex system is dynamic: it is
not designed or developed, but it develops itself.
What holds a complex system together is its internal redundancy (Davis et al., 2008), i.e. the similarity in its constituents. This redundancy allows the constituents of the system to work together and
give the system robustness and stability. The redundancy can be explained through the influence of
power (Mason, 2008), as follows: as the system’s continuous interaction with the environment creates new constituents, the system continues to adapt, but this adaptation is not random. Prevailing
power structures in a complex system “lock-in” new constituents and steer them in a particular
direction. Power in this sense can be defined as “the directional course of the phenomenon that
enjoys the dominant inertial momentum over other competing phenomena” (Mason, 2008, p. 40).
New constituents outside the dominant powers will not have any impact on a system’s direction
until the number of these constituents has reached a scale of sufficient complexity to allow the
system to move in a different direction, i.e. to effect change.
A complex system needs redundancy for its cohesion and strength. However, too much redundancy leads to an unintelligent system that is unable to cope with situations of crisis (Davis et al.,
2008), and ultimately such a system will die. For a complex system to survive and continue to
develop in the long term, redundancy in the system needs to be balanced with diversity. Increasing
the diversity leads to an exponential increase in possibilities which “enable novel actions in response
to shifts in the grander context” (Davis et al., 2008, p. 196).
The above characteristics of complex systems can be identified in educational programmes.
Section 3 describes the research project that led to this finding, and is followed by an explanation
how the research data suggested considering programmes as complex systems.

3. Research methodology
The doctoral research project that underpins this paper concerned an interpretive case study by the
author into understanding programme design practice at a polytechnic in Aotearoa/New Zealand.
Polytechnics are post-compulsory education organisations which teach a wide range of vocationally
oriented study programmes to people over the age of 15. The length of most programmes varies
from 12 weeks to 3 years. Programmes range from foundation to undergraduate degree and sometimes postgraduate studies.
The research project sought to attain an understanding of programme design through investigating the meanings embedded in practitioners’ own social constructions of their design practices
(Baker & Johnson, 1998; Burr, 2003; Schwandt, 2000). Programmes in this regard are defined as a
sequence of courses (a.k.a. units, modules, papers or subjects) that lead to a qualification. Only programmes leading to sub-degree qualifications were included in this study.
To study programme design from an institution-wide perspective, eight senior managers and academic leaders in the institution were interviewed. In addition, the institution’s Academic Statute and
Quality Management System documents were analysed as they provide institution-wide direction
on programme design. Furthermore, five existing programmes across the institution were selected
and relevant people involved in design practice of these programmes were interviewed. Across these
programmes, these people included eight managers, nine teachers, four programme-coordinators/
teachers, two representatives from industry standard-setting bodies and one programme design
advisor. For one programme, the programme document was analysed plus a programme approval
meeting was observed.
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The interviews were semi-structured. Participants were asked what they found important when
making programme decisions, and why. Decision-makers at the institutional level and in one programme were interviewed about design at both programme and course levels. From these interviews, plus the document analysis and the observation notes, initial findings were developed. The
remaining four programmes were only studied at either course or programme level. They were used
to either amend or confirm the initial findings, thus allowing some analytical generalisation (Yin,
2003).
Informed consent was gained for the interviews and the use of the documents. Interviews were
audio-recorded, transcribed and edited. The latter involved summarising the transcripts by identifying the substantive elements that would contribute to meaning-making, in the participants’ own
words, so the summaries would continue to validly reflect the actual interviews (Gillham, 2005). The
edited transcripts were approved by participants before they were used for analysis.
For the data analysis, the stance was taken that people’s perspectives as presented in interviews
and documents are not only shaped by their worlds, but they also shape the world, as people “talk”
their perspectives “into being” (Heritage, 1997, p. 161) when interacting with others, and in doing so,
they influence the perspectives of others (Bloome & Clark, 2006; Holstein & Gubrium, 2008).
This implies that the research data are not just the participant’s straight answers to the interview
questions, but also, and more importantly, her/his meanings that account for these answers in the
context of her/his world. To unravel these meanings, it was important to take into account how the
participant provided the information—e.g. what language s/he uses or what s/he does not say—in
addition to what information s/he provides (Baker & Johnson, 1998; Holstein & Gubrium, 2008).
Holstein and Gubrium (2008) explain this approach as a concern with both “discursive practice”—i.e.
what people say or write in documents— and “discourses-in-action”— i.e. how they say or write this.
They refer to Foucault’s definition of discourse as “practices that systematically form the objects of
which they speak” (Foucault, 1972, p. 54), a definition that highlights the interaction between what
is spoken and how it is spoken, and which was adopted for this study. By analysing the interplay
between discursive practices and discourses-in-action, as Holstein and Gubrium (2008) suggest, it
was possible to unravel which discourses were brought into practice as people constructed their
programme design practice perspectives.
Following this approach, the analysis of the transcripts, documents and observation notes then
concentrated on two questions: (1) What do decision-makers find important when making programme decisions? (2) Why do they find this important? Extracts from the data were identified that
indicated answers to one or both of these questions, in the form of either what was said or written,
or how it was said or written. The identified extracts are referred to as “considerations” in this paper.
Subsequently, NVivo® was used to help cluster related considerations into themes.
The next steps consisted of explaining the themes and their interrelationships in order to identify
the political, educational and societal discourses that were in action within the data, and gain the
deep understanding of programme design that was sought in this project.
Section 4 explains how the research data suggested explaining programmes as complex systems.
It also describes how the discourses that appeared to be “in action” in the data can be seen as the
powers that steer programmes as complex systems.

4. A programme as a complex system
The research data provided a myriad of considerations regarding what people find important in
making programme decisions and why they find this important, and there were obviously many
more considerations that remained hidden during the research process. The full set of these spoken
and unspoken considerations can be seen as making up programmes as complex systems, in the
following way.
Page 4 of 12

Govers, Cogent Education (2016), 3: 1172395
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2016.1172395

There were three types of considerations in the data, which are summarised in Figure 1 and
explained below.
(1) The first type of considerations identified which aspects of education are seen as belonging to
programmes and which are not. These considerations distinguish programme design practice
from the wider practice of education in general and as such create a boundary around what is
to be considered part of a programme as a complex system and what is part of the “outside
world”. For example, “how to assess” was identified as a programme consideration, but “introducing a smoking ban on campus” was not. Such a boundary gives a programme a stable
identity, i.e. it ensures that people have a common notion about the concept of a programme.
Across the data, it was found that a programme was bounded by considerations in the following six categories: (1) programme intentions, including purposes, goals and objectives; (2) programme structure and teaching methods; (3) administration, resourcing and management;
(4) student assessment; (5) programme evaluation; and (6) consultation and development
processes. In each category, multiple sub-categories of more detailed decision-making topics
were found.
(2) The second type of considerations expressed who is considered to have roles and responsibilities in programme decision-making. This type also creates a boundary around the concept of
a programme in the sense that it captures whose voice is included in the programme and
whose is not. It was found that it is not a single person who has a voice, but a complex construct of people across the institution, particularly including managers at all levels, teachers,
academic and student support people, and the Academic Board, which is the cross-institutional committee overseeing the assurance of academic quality. Programme documents were
also found to be an important part of this construct. Hardly any evidence was found that students or people outside the institution were assumed to have a role in programme design
matters.
(3) The third and final type of considerations was formed by the constituents that collaboratively
make up a programme as a complex system: the actual programme deliberations and the
rationale for these. These considerations were found in the data in six different forms, as summarised in Figure 2. They are explained below. Each form is illustrated with a quote as a typical
example from the data.
• Words and expressions that people use to articulate programme considerations and decisions.
For example, “[…] we would be looking at producing work-ready graduates out of the certificates
and diplomas” (Institutional decision-maker). This example expresses the purpose of certificate
and diploma programmes. The words that are used simultaneously create a picture of a programme as a production process, the product of which are work-ready graduates.

Figure 1. Three types of
considerations as identified
from the data.
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Figure 2. Six different forms
of programme deliberations
and their rationale that
collaboratively make up the
constituents of a programme as
a complex system.

• Silences that remain unspoken or unwritten, but can be deduced from what is spoken or written
and from how this is spoken or written. For example, “Summative assessments may be conducted in Te Reo Māori. Conditions and requirements may apply and these are documented in
the [Quality Management System] or programme regulations”. The silence in this clause from
the institution’s Academic Statute is that all assessments are normally conducted in English.
• 
Experiences that reflect personal life experiences from inside or outside the programme or the institution which people consider in making programme decisions. For example, “Something that influenced me strongly was the attitude or our own daughter, and our son, and I learned quite a lot from
them about what young people’s needs are” (Institutional decision-maker). This personal experience
contributed to decisions on student needs and how these needs can be met in the programme.
• Relationships between people and/or organisations that are found in people’s expressions of professional, moral and political responsibilities to others, and in their assumed and assigned roles
and responsibilities in relation to programmes. An example is the following consideration of
political responsibility to the government: “It is important that [the students] can achieve the
course because the ministry require [sic] course completions and they monitor our completions
and that will get more so” (Manager).
• Relationships within models and systems that express how internal relationships of components
within a model or system are used to inform decision-making. An example is the following
illustration of using relationships between course levels on the New Zealand Qualifications
Framework (NZQA, n.d.) to help define the sequence of courses in a programme: “I’d be hoping
that [programme developers] are picking [courses] like level 1 before level 2 before level 3 for
example, but it does not always work that way” (Institutional decision-maker).
• Other, more direct, considerations, which are not included in the above forms. For example, the
following is a direct consideration about resourcing of a programme: “If we are a business unit,
which I guess we are, we need to think business-wise, which is technology and infrastructure
change and we need to change with it” (Teacher).
Summarising, the constituents of a programme as a complex system can be seen as countless
considerations, words and expressions, silences, experiences and relationships that are contributed
by the people involved. The system is bounded by the inclusion of selected aspects of education only
and of the voices of a particular group of people only.
The programme’s constituents connect, interact, organise and re-organise within people’s own
thought processes, and through the interaction of the people involved. The organisation of the constituents appeared most obvious in the groups of similar constituents found across participants and
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documents and identified as themes in the data. For example, one theme consisted of similar words
and expressions that collaboratively pictured a programme as a production process, the purpose of
which is to produce graduates for the workforce. Another theme consisted of similar considerations
regarding student entry into programmes, which indicated that everyone should be able to enrol in
a programme, and that the institution should carry the consequences of the student’s enrolment
and provide services to support students during their studies. Each theme demonstrates the redundancy that is needed to allow the constituents of a complex programme system to work together
and provide stability to the system. In all, 71 themes were identified from the data.
A complex programme system is open because of the involvement of people. It is people who
contribute the constituents to the system, and their lives consist of more than just being involved
with programmes: they interact with other people and with the world outside a programme through
their everyday lives. They bring experiences from these interactions into the programme, and these
experiences in their turn interact with the existing constituents of the system. An example of such
an experience is the following:
All of our [teachers] come from private schools ‘cause that’s all that was available so we
know what the training was like. We’ve tried to replicate that, plus more, because we’re
a longer programme. We’ve worked really hard at making sure we ensure those higher
standards. (Programme Coordinator)
This interaction between the multiple people involved and the “outside world” is continuous. It
ensures that new constituents are continuously brought into the system. This implies that a programme has no “overseer”, i.e. there are no people who could be identified as having full control
over the design of a programme. More than that, there is no such thing as “the design of a programme”. A programme is developing continuously, from the moment of its inception until it dies.
This idea challenges the notion of distinct programme design and implementation stages, which has
become accepted in Aotearoa/New Zealand post-compulsory education under the influence of
national education policies introduced in the early 1990s (Govers, 2010). Instead, at any moment in
time, a programme “is”. It has become what it is now as a result of the interactions of the constituents and it is “ever changing, ever stable, ever alive” (Doll, 2005, p. 55). A programme can therefore
only be studied in the moment and from a certain perspective, which was referred to earlier as
studying “patterns in the moment” (Smitherman, 2005). In this research project, the identified considerations were generated at particular points in time and with particular people. If the same programmes were studied now and even with the same people, the findings would create a changed
picture of the complex programme system.
It was noted earlier that 71 themes emerged from the data, which were explained as demonstrating the redundancy in the system. This redundancy went even further in that the themes appeared
to be interconnected through discourses in society that were found to be “in-action” in the data. The
themes were shaped by those discourses, and simultaneously, by being shaped, they also strengthened the influence of the discourses within the system. In this way, discourses in society act as
power structures that steer complex programme systems in particular directions.
An example is the following. Market discourses have influenced education in Aotearoa/New
Zealand since 1989 (Olssen, Codd, & O’Neill, 2004). In this research project, market discourses
appeared to shape various themes in the data. Words which express programmes as a product
manufactured by an institution and sold to students-as-customers created a theme that pictured a
programme as a consumable product. The purpose of such a programme is to sell as many products
as possible, and to do so, it is important that customers are satisfied. This perceived importance of
customer satisfaction was also reflected in other themes, such as: the importance to meet customer
needs; student support should involve meeting their needs and wants; and students should have a
voice because they are paying customers. Additionally, a theme named “market considerations”
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expressed the concern about how the institution could grow or at least retain its share of the student
market.
Market discourses were chosen here as an example because they belong to a consistent range of
discourses which “regard the community as founded upon economic relations” (Ball, 2006, p. 39),
and can be summarised as neoliberal. They include, but are not limited to, human capital theory,
agency theory, new public management, contractualism, managerialism, public choice theory, utilitarianism and above-mentioned market discourses (e.g. Boston, Martin, Pallot, & Walsh, 1996; Codd,
2005; Harris, 2007; Olssen et al., 2004). Neoliberal discourses appeared to be the dominant influence
in the findings. Of the 71 themes identified from the data, 40 could be explained as having been
shaped by neoliberal discourses. Twelve themes could be understood through humanist, social
change or communitarian discourses, while another 12 themes had the potential to shape alternative directions for the system, but they did not seem to have had sufficient power to do so, and were
“gathered up in the path” of neoliberalism (Mason, 2008, p. 40). An example of the latter was found
in themes that indicated decision-makers’ sense of responsibility to students. On the one hand, neoliberal discourses shaped themes that reflected responsibility to students in the role of customers,
i.e. as people who (potentially) purchase the programme as a product. On the other, alternative
discourses shaped themes which also explained a responsibility to students, but as fellow human
beings who are seeking support in their development. The dominance of neoliberal discourses
ensured that themes which expressed a responsibility to students-as-customers outnumbered the
alternative perspectives. The dominance also silenced the alternatives through the adoption of multi-explanatory language, i.e. words or expressions that can have many and potentially widely differing meanings, but with which no one will disagree. After all, how many educators would disagree
with the expectation that they have a responsibility to students? The adoption of multi-explanatory
language and subsequent lack of debate about its meaning allow the dominant discourse to prevail.
These findings resonate with Olssen’s observations on the development of lifelong learning discourses, showing “how educational and economic practices mutually condition and adapt to each
other” (Olssen, 2006, p. 213).
Finally, seven themes did not seem to have been shaped by discourses in society. Six of those
consisted of the personal experiences of the people involved, and formed examples of how the programme system interacted with people-as-systems. The seventh non-discourse-related theme
demonstrated decision-makers’ concern for the survival of the programme and the institution, possibly because survival of the programme supports people’s own survival in earning a living. Likewise,
survival of a programme seemed paramount in helping keep the institution alive. The latter strengthens the idea of a programme as an open complex, “living”, system, which needs to interact with its
environment for its own survival, and by doing so, it not only helps shape the environment but also
supports the survival of the environment (Stacey, Griffin, & Shaw, 2000), that is, in this case, the
survival of the people and the institution.

5. Identifying spaces for innovation and change
At first sight, acknowledging an educational programme as a complex system can be so overwhelming compared to working with models in which the complexity is reduced and controlled that it
seems to make the task of innovation and change even more daunting. However, if complexity is
acknowledged, it provides insight into and opens up spaces for change which remain otherwise hidden. The idea of “spaces” aligns here with that of “enabling constraints”, which allow complex systems to “maintain a delicate balance between sufficient structure, to limit a pool of virtually limitless
possibilities, and sufficient openness, to allow for flexible and varied responses” (Davis et al., 2008,
p. 193).
Firstly, considering a programme as a complex system acknowledges that a programme is necessarily inclusive of the perspectives of all people involved. It helps see the programme through the
eyes of others and therefore value others as important and indispensable contributors to the programme system. This insight provides a language and opens up a space for empowering dialogue
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about the range of contributing perspectives, and how they will create possibilities for new directions
to emerge in the system.
Secondly, embracing complexity helps understand that programmes not only need redundancy
but also diversity. Diversity increases the number of possibilities in the system and allows the emergence of alternatives needed by a programme in order to cope with crises. This helps ensure the
programme’s survival and development in the long term. New ideas enter a programme system via
people’s experiences and relationship with the environment. Therefore, increasing diversity in the
system means diversifying people’s experiences and their relationships with the environment. From
the complex programme system described in this paper, the following possible ways to realise this
arise:
• Enriching the experiences and professional relationships of all people involved through professional development. To increase diversity, this professional development needs to reach
beyond reinforcement of the dominant—in this case, neoliberal—discourses;
• Increasing the number of people involved. This will increase the number of experiences and
relationships, and therefore the number of possibilities, but only if the new people do not bring
more of the same, as this would only increase redundancy. For example, in a team of teachers
who all have an industry background, this might mean bringing in new people with experience
in secondary school teaching, or people who identify with other ethnicities, have a different first
language, have different abilities, are of a different age or gender, have different personal life
experiences, etc;
• Involving students as programme decision-makers. This means development of programmes
with instead of for students, using students’ experiences and relationships with the world to
dramatically increase the possibilities for the system’s development. In addition to diversification, this would also enable a programme to steer away from “planned enculturation”, which is
promoted through outcomes-focused discourses, towards an emergent curriculum (Osberg &
Biesta, 2008), where students can “explore the social and economic milieu and to construct
personally meaningful understandings of the world and their place in it” (Ayers & Carlone, 2007,
p. 477).
However, just diversifying the experiences and/or relationships in these three ways does not necessarily diversify the system (Arnold, 1993). The new experiences and relationships must be integrated in the programme system and the people who contribute them need to be acknowledged as
equal contributors. Only then are the new experiences and relationships able to connect with all
other constituents of the system allowing new possibilities to emerge (Davis et al., 2008). Secondly,
the new experiences and relationships must be of sufficient scale and complexity for alternative
directions to emerge (Mason, 2008). It is therefore important that professional development, bringing in new people and involving students as programme decision-makers occur across all aspects of
a programme and at all levels of programme decision-making within an organisation.
A space for educators to realise this diversification can be found in the autonomy of the people
involved with the programme. In the research project, the relationships between the people involved
appeared to be structured in alignment with agency theory (Boston et al., 1996): the government as
principal has a “contract” or agreed relationship with the institution as agents, and subsequently the
institution as principal has “contracts” or agreed relationships with departments and teachers as
agents. It was however found that none of the constraints set by these “contracts” dictated who
should be involved with a programme. The complex programme system had used the space that
autonomy within the constraints provided to construct the group of people involved and define their
roles and responsibilities. This implies that this same autonomy offers space to integrate new and
diverse experiences and relationships into the system, by revising the group of people involved and
redefining their roles and responsibilities.
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Other spaces to diversify the system are found in multi-explanatory themes or concepts. For example, “we have a responsibility to students” and “assessments should be fair” have different
meanings within different discourses. In the research project, the meanings of such themes were
dominated by neoliberal discourses, but their mere existence and acceptance within the system create space for dialogue about their various meanings. For example, in programme discussions, educators could ask: “You talk about assessments having to be fair; what does the word ‘fair’ mean to
you?” The resulting discussion can act as a positive feedback loop (Davis et al., 2008) to strengthen
alternative discourses. Other seeds of alternative discourses already found in the system can also be
supported to blossom in this way, for example, by initiating and continuing conversations about the
meanings of learning, knowledge and teaching.
Considering programmes as open complex systems implies giving up the illusion of predictability
and control and accepting that the development of a programme is controlled by the dynamics of
the system, and not by individuals or institutions. This implies that the outcomes of a programme
system cannot be predicted. As a consequence, the outcomes of any two programmes taught at
different institutions are not predictable and almost certainly differ, even if those programmes use
the same programme documents, course materials and assessments. Education decision-makers
who promote, e.g. collaborative development of programmes, often for purposes of resource efficiency, ignore the dynamics of programme systems not shown in the documents, including the ongoing adaptation of the system after the programme documents have been completed. For example,
educators reflect on their experiences in the programme and bring their reflections back into the
system in the following year; or new teachers’ previous experiences or teachers’ interactions with
new groups of students will change the courses they teach. As a consequence of these interactions,
new possibilities continue to emerge, the programme continues to adapt and the outcomes of the
programme continue to change.
It is important to note, however, that this does not imply that the outcomes of a programme cannot be influenced. The research project has shown how discourses in society influence the direction
of the programme. This influence can even create an illusion of predictability, as the following illustrates. Measurement of programme outcomes tends to occur through assessment, which measures
the outcomes of student learning, and/or evaluation, which measures the effectiveness and efficiency of the programme. Constituents concerning assessment and evaluation are however integral
to a complex programme system. This means that they shape and are shaped by the same discourses that direct the system as a whole. Therefore, they can act as a self-fulfilling prophecy, creating an illusion of predictability and controllability of the outcomes they are measuring.
Thus, the unpredictability of outcomes implies that educators must accept that the impact of their
contributions to a programme is unavoidably uncertain, but that they do have the power to influence the direction of the system. This implies that the direction of influence—i.e. the discourses that
shape the educational process—becomes more important than the focus on outcomes. Instead of
being narrowed down by prescribed outcomes and frenetic efforts to monitor and control these
outcomes, programmes require no more than decisions on the directions of influence. To do so, it is
important to be continuously reminded that a programme is an instrument for education. Education
“directs the kind of learning that takes place”; it “purposely shapes the subjectivity of those being
educated” (Osberg & Biesta, 2008, p. 314). Hence, deciding on the “right” direction of influence is an
enormous responsibility for educators and education organisations.
Unfortunately, complexity theory is unable to provide guidance in this matter. Complexity theory
does not concern itself with what ought to be, and therefore ethics and values are inherently absent
in complexity theory (Fenwick, 2009; Morrison, 2008). Instead, ethics and values are located in the
discourses that steer the direction of a complex programme system. In the research project, neoliberal discourses appeared dominant, but that would not necessarily be the case for programme systems in other contexts.
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So where does this leave responsibility? Considering a programme as a complex system does not
imply that certain discourses are right and others are wrong. However, it does imply that a too narrow development in the direction of one particular type of discourse—in this project they were neoliberal discourses—endangers the survival of a programme. This paper has explored spaces that
allow influencing away from the dominant discourses to increase the possibilities for a programme’s
survival and continued development. To do this, diversification is needed to help shape programmes
that are inclusive of others and of alternative ways of thinking. But this does not take away the responsibility of the people involved. As educators, we are subject to the discourses in our society, and
we have a choice to either follow or resist them. If we refrain from making this choice, we will be
absorbed into and continue to reinforce the mainstream discourses. This leaves us with the ultimate
space for change: our personal and collective responsibilities to debate and decide which discourses
to follow. This means that we have a responsibility to think critically about the discourses we choose
to follow and to be mindful of the possible consequences of our considerations, experiences, relationships and of the words, expressions, models and systems we use, so we can un-silence the silences and contribute to the sustained development of our programmes and of education for all
people.
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