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Professional Learning in Complexity: Rethinking Knowledge, Practice and Responsibility

Across professions in teaching as well as health care, social work and other fields, practitioners struggle to act amidst intensifying complexity in their everyday work. The uncertainty of knowledge and pace of change grows as fast as the public demand for certainty, solutions, and measurable outcomes. Contradictory directives for practice are invoked simultaneously by stakeholders ranging from parents and patients to regulatory agencies and new forms of scientific 'evidence' upon which to base practice. Amidst this complexity is the pressure for multi-professional service, which brings new conflicts across different professional knowledges, responsibilities, and boundaries of practice. Few professionals feel that their initial education prepared them for such undecidability.

To better support professionals entangled in these difficult patterns of professional knowledge and responsibility, some researchers and educators of professional learning have turned to complexity science. Complexity concepts such as emergence, nested systems, and non-linear dynamics suggest new understandings of professional learning. These focus on attunement, resilience, bridging, and surprise rather than acquiring and applying fixed models of practice. This presentation begins by outlining key challenges of professionalism in today's complex conditions, and some key problems that research has shown about conventional ways that professional learning has been understood and developed. It draws from studies of CPD practice to show how complexity concepts can (1) articulate intersecting patterns of order and disorder in professional practice; (2) support locations for professional knowing and responsibility within the essential undecidability of professional and inter-professional practice; and (3) amplify opportunities for professionals' creativity and responsibility through radical possibilities embedded within complex processes.
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