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Learning outcomes in an Art and Design College

Notes on exploring an outcomes based approach to curriculum design at the National College of Art and Design 
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This paper will examine the introduction and implementation of an outcomes based approach to curriculum development in an Irish third level art and design college. The initial section of this paper attends to contextual concerns, presenting an overview of approaches to teaching and learning at the National College of Art and Design.  Emphasis is placed on establishing an understanding of the specifics of art and design education at a time of ongoing change and development in third level.  The second section examines the emergent issues and concerns, raised by academic staff as they negotiate the implications of learning outcomes for teaching and learning. The unique aspects of art and design disciplines will be considered in the context of developments in contemporary pedagogic research in art and design.  In addition, this paper considers why there are so few contributions to pedagogic research, or teaching and learning in art and design in Ireland.

Teaching and Learning in Art and Design 

An overview of an Irish third level context

This section outlines the wider context in which third level teaching and learning intiatives in art and design have developed. Reference is made to UK based models and comparisons are drawn with Ireland.  There is a limited amount of research material available on teaching and learning issues within third level art and design colleges in Ireland.  An analysis of AISHE and other relevant sites indicates a small number of research papers,  approximately three papers presented by colleagues in WIT and DIT in the last few years.  While there are multiple providers of under-graduate and post-graduate courses in art and design across the Republic, (including NCAD, DIT, IADT, CIT, WIT, AIT, GMIT, ITS, LIT, ITC, UL ) there has been no corresponding increase in the number of research papers.  Clearly art and design teaching and learning at third level, is under-researched in Ireland.

By comparison the UK presents a more advanced state of development in terms of provision and infrastructure at a national level. There, a coherent strategy has been developed through the establishment of the University of the Arts, a London based grouping of six art colleges which have come together to provide -CLTAD,(Centre for Learning Teaching in Art and Design) This unit promotes pedagogic research and supports professional development in art and design teaching and learning at third level. In the UK, research projects, art and design specific teaching and learning courses have been put in place, to encourage contributions to the field of academic development with specific insights from an art and design perspective.  In addition the Higher Education Academy in the UK has subject specific supports in place for teaching, learning and research in art design and media.

The idea of a University of the Arts or an overarching teaching and learning unit in art and design, does not translate directly to an Irish context as third level education systems and funding strategies differ significantly. In the Republic, only NCAD remains a dedicated discipline specific, art and design institution which is a recognised college within the National University of Ireland.  All other art and design colleges, are part of the Institutes of Technologies and are integrated within larger, multi-discipline based colleges. However while a University of the Arts would be difficult to replicate here, this does not preclude Irish art and design colleges from collaborating and working together on discipline specific research initiatives as has been the case with PRTLI.

At a European level, Elia (European league of Institutes of Arts) which is the european network of arts colleges has developed a series of initiatives and projects (such as inter-artes) in response to ongoing developments in policy across higher education.   The Elia Teaching Academy organises conferences and seminars providing art, design and theatre based academics with an opportunity to present research papers and discuss new strategies and approaches to teaching and learning.

The specific lack of research papers, or project initiatives in teaching and learning within the art and design sector, raises a number of questions. Should there be discipline specific responses? Does art and design require a separate response, different to the sciences and humanities?  How might we encourage academics in art and design to contribute to a growing discourse in teaching and learning at third level?

How learning is organised and how teaching is delivered in third level art and design colleges is different to traditional, lecture based undergraduate programmes in the Arts or Sciences, within the larger Universities.  Art and design education is mostly studio based, small group teaching and intensively workshop orientated.  At NCAD, the argument that art and design requires a separate response is often presented by teaching staff keen to establish relevant models, examples and cases that are related to the discipline with which they can identify.  Undoubtably many of the concerns raised by academic staff at NCAD regarding learning outcomes would be mirrored in other disciplines, though the desire for an art and design specific discourse and language, taking account of teaching and learning processes in art and design disciplines features strongly in any workshops organised for staff. However for now, such examples which are specific to art and design, most likely will come from outside of Ireland.

Curiously this issue of being ‘separate’ or of a discipline based identity requiring a specific response, comes at time when the distinctions between the disciplines in art and design is under scrutiny and there are increasing requests from within the field for interdisciplinary approaches to teaching art and design at third level. As Jordan observed “subject apartheid has little to recommend it in the present education climate, which favours an inter disciplinary approach to both learning and research”.(Jordan 2006) However the question “have the disciplines had their day or are there enduring characteristics that cannot and should not be lost” remains hotly debated in art and design academic circles.(Davies,2006, p.10)

Teaching and Learning at NCAD

NCAD is a recognised college within NUI offering undergraduate and post graduate qualifications in art and design.  The college can trace its origins to the mid 18th century.  NCAD has been based in Dublin 8 since the 1980’s, on the former site of the powers whisky distillery.

NCAD caters for approximately a thousand full-time students and a thousand part-time students.  Since the mid 1990’s NCAD has been offering a range of BA degrees in Art, Design and Teacher Education, and continues to develop post-graduate courses in a range of subjects.

The college caters primarily for school leavers, the majority of students access a common first year, known as CORE, at the end of this programme they move to discipline specific courses in: Fine Art, Design or Teacher education.  The BA programme is four years long, and the majority of students will be involved in a studio practice which accounts for 80%  of their final marks with 20% allocated to art history and visual culture. The college consists of four Faculties(Fine Art, Design, Education and Visual Culture) and multiple Departments. 

At third level, art and design education is concerned with: visual investigation, establishing ideas, selecting appropriate source materials, manipulating materials, technical skills, documenting, recording, experimentation, fostering creativity, innovation, problem solving, collating material, constructing, resolving technical and formal problems, establishing a sustainable studio methodology, analysis, synthesis, critical evaluation, communication, understanding audience, exhibiting, and locating art and design in a historical, social and cultural  context.

The types of physical evidential output for Fine Art typically includes: paintings, sculptures, performances, installations, photographs, prints, mixed media, artefacts or collaborative arts initiatives involving the public or community groups.  Design differs from Fine Art in terms of the processes and methodologies involved. Design often involves a client or commercial element in the production of work, the process is negotiated, the outcomes of which, can be referred to as a ‘product’ such as a graphic image, jewellery, ceramic/glass or metal object, or design prototype.  While problem solving is common to both Fine Art and Design, in the latter discipline there are intrinsic and extrinsic elements to learning and teaching that separate it from Fine Art.  

According to Davies individual teachers conceptions of art and design disciplines differ.  Design is “end product oriented (making)” “trying to satisfy a lot of other people(problem solving)”, “understanding people and the impact of your design on others(communication)” (Davies, 2006, p.33).  Fine Art teachers conceptions include “creating an artefact, making a body of work, being open to possibilities, a questioning condition,(analytical) contributing to a community of practice (communication)”.(Davies 2006, p.34 )   Davies argues that the disciplines have distinct characteristics which establishes one from the other, however “these characteristics are under-researched and therefore absent from most contemporary pedagogic discourse in art and design”.(Davies 2006, p.23)

At NCAD, students engage in learning activities, which are studio, workshop  or lecture and seminar based.  Small group teaching, or one to one tutoring is the most common form of teaching and learning activity within studio courses.

In studio, in year one, students are divided into small groups, tutors provide instruction, demonstration, they set projects/briefs, they advise, provide guidance, observe students’ progress, and conduct small group and one to one tutorials.  As students progress through the four year undergraduate programme the intention is for students to increase their level of knowledge, skill and understanding, so that they will, in the final year, be able to  establish and follow through to completion, a studio project  which forms part of the degree exhibition, and is  presented for public display.  

Students present their studio work often as part of a ‘crit’. The studio critique is an essential part of visual art and design studio teaching, and student learning. It involves individual or small groups of students presenting their work to their tutors and peers. The  studio crit includes: tutor led reviews, student presentations, and dialogue between students and students with their tutors.  

Assessment at NCAD combines formative with summative methods, with students presenting a combination of: written assignments, thesis, journal, studio work in progress, or a  finished body of work, artefact, installation or project for the end of year show.  Formative assessment contributes to continuous assessment in most years of the undergraduate programme with less emphasis on this method in year four.   In the final year, studio practice is weighted toward summative assessment, with students presenting for review at interim stages, while marking of their exhibition work takes place at the end of the academic year.  

Introducing learning outcomes

For several years NCAD has been delivering workshops, projects and research initiatives in teaching and learning to academic staff, funded in part by the HEA (Higher Education Authority) Strategic Initiative.  The introduction of learning outcomes at NCAD coincided with the introduction of modularisation. 

As the co-ordinator of the teaching and learning initiative at NCAD I have organised several workshops and seminars for staff on learning outcomes over the past two years.  Staff participated in a series of general introductory workshops, and subsequently, departmentally based seminars. The introductory workshops for staff focused on providing a rationale and outlining the purpose of learning outcomes and examining its relationship to modularisation.  As staff became involved in writing learning outcomes, then, it was possible to consider the implications of learning outcomes for teaching and learning in art and design.

As the co-ordinator of an initiative in learning outcomes the critical issue is to encourage staff participation at workshops and provide support and follow through to completion.  This can be complex, in so far as staff will not always be available to engage in seminars and workshops and buying staff out of teaching and research can prove challenging.  Furthermore in some cases, levels of staff engagement with learning outcomes can vary from Faculty to Department, with diminishing levels of interest or reluctance to examine the full implications of learning outcomes for the curriculum. Equally there are staff who are wholly engaged in developing competency in writing learning outcomes and examining how outcomes might improve teaching and student learning.

Developing confidence in writing outcomes

For tutors involved in writing learning outcomes and developing skills in this area, it was important to develop appropriate language and adapt templates to suit the context. As the staff workshops progressed distinguishing between module learning outcomes, and stage or level outcomes within courses took priority.  In addition it was important to find a balance, between writing overly prescriptive learning outcomes and outcomes that were too broad or ill defined. Prescriptive outcomes can lead to over assessing, which was a particular concern for Fine Art tutors, while vague or general statements, lead to confusion when assessing students.

What emerges as staff grapple with writing learning outcomes, is the need for balance between learning outcomes that are specific and outcomes that provide for experimentation, risk taking and extending possibilities.  For example in second year design students are asked to ‘design a range of stationary using InDesign in conjunction with Illustrator and or Photoshop’.  However in the Painting course document, it is stated that students will be required to ‘demonstrate the possibilities and problems in producing artworks by drawing conclusions from experiments and experiences’. 

When writing module learning outcomes in art and design the types of statements to avoid, begin with the following, students will: 

· have an awareness of, 

· have a good understanding,

· have a knowledge of, 

· demonstrate ability in a wide range of….

· display good studentship..

Generally such statements are not wholly explicit or sufficiently transparent in establishing what it is the student must demonstrate to achieve the outcomes. However as tutors practice writing learning outcomes they become fluent in using the language suitable to the level and learners involved.

Levels and Learning Outcomes, 

At NCAD the issue of establishing levels and programme outcomes across a four year course, poses distinct challenges of an academic, communication and structural nature.  As year one of the degree, known as CORE is a common year, all students attend a unified programme, at the end of this and if successful they then disperse into various faculties and departments that are subject specific.  CORE year is a separate Department existing outside of faculties and other departments.  Furthermore there is another layer within the   institution, which further complicates establishing levels from year to year. The faculty of visual culture sits outside of studio faculties and services all college areas, providing 20% of teaching for all course programmes.  Therefore any one under-graduate course, whether; textiles, sculpture, visual communications or industrial design, involves mulitple departments and faculties at different junctures.

In studio practice, the core or first year, provides the starting point for the development of a range of technical skills, and cognitive abilities that will be expanded, refined and developed in subsequent years.  A critical emergent issue for teaching staff in CORE year, is to articulate the level outcomes they anticipate students will reach at the end of the first year. As CORE is not an end in itself but a starting point for further development for the student, then the relationship between learning outcomes in year one to subsequent years is particularly important. 

However until learning outcomes were introduced at NCAD there was limited internal discussion between CORE teaching staff and academic staff in the discipline based Fine Art or Design faculties regarding the curriculum as a four year degree programme.  For structural and organisational reasons, as well as the distinct methodology and ethos of year one, opportunities for dialogue amongst staff around a joined up curriculum were limited. 

If learning outcomes intends to aid transparency, and encourages staff to 

· “make our expectations clear to students and outside agencies”, 

· “set objectives for syllabus design and assessment” 

· “provide greater congruence between the teacher’s and the learners intentions” (Davies 2006)

then, it becomes increasingly evident that tutors at NCAD need to overcome complex organisational structures in order to establish coherency within course programmes.

Establishing ‘stage’ or ‘level’ learning outcomes requires staff examine in broad terms the outcomes for that year and to relate these stated outcomes to subsequent years of the course programme.  Establishing level learning outcomes requires discussion, and agreement amongst staff delivering the programme, also it should involve dialogue with tutors responsible for delivering subsequent years of the course.

In core year writing learning outcomes for different modules and levels initiated interesting discussions between staff delivering the programme and staff from other departments. Examples of appropriate learning outcomes for level 1 are outlined below: 

On successful completion students will be able to:

· Establish a direction for their (studio) work

· Select and utilise appropriate materials, techniques, methods and media in the realisation of your work,

· Demonstrate a research methodology applicable to studio practice,

· Describe the processess involved in undertaking a self-directed project for studio,

· Create and present a coherent body of work for display,

Making explicit what is implicit in what we teach and what is assessed, Towards transparency

When working with staff implementing learning outcomes the “focus on learning rather than teaching” presents numerous challenges and raises concerns precisely as it requires tutors to consider how they design courses, deliver teaching and support learning.(Donnelly, Fitzmaurice, 2005, p.104)

In year one tutors placed considerable value in their teaching on ‘good studentship’.  In discussion with tutors it emerged that this term was unwieldy and open to subjective interpretation.  It was decided to jettison the term and to establish more explicit and reliable learning outcomes which would adequately cover this broad catch all term.  Analysis of good studentship revealed a multiple of values, attitudes and skills, which tutors decided  fell under a number of headings relating to; professionalism (broken down further to incorporate, effective time managment, meeting deadlines, health and safety) and establishing critical and evaluative judgement through peer learning, and responsiveness to tutor feedback.  

Another issue causing tutors concern related to their expectation of students participation and levels of attendance in studio.  For tutors in both fine art and design disciplines students levels of attendance and their observation of students in studio was important when it came to assessment.  For tutors it raises issues of; authorship, authenticity, commitment, reliability, all of which are crucial for students in a professional sphere. The issue of student attendance, participation and tutor observation of students’ at work presents a challenge when assessing and applying constructive alignment.  Assessing levels of student attendance and participation in studio can be problematic.  Tutors needed to be aware of placing a value on levels of student attendance, the quality of participation in studio, the end product and incorporating their observations of studio based learning into assessment criteria.  Furthermore as learning outcomes required moving toward a student centred approach, tutors had to consider providing a balance between encouraging students to undertake self directed and independent learning and emphasising studio based learning.  As learning outcomes and constructive alignment impact on course construction,  the complex issue of assessment inevitably becomes the focus of attention.  NCAD mirrors other disciplines and higher education institutions where “approaches to assessment are often influenced more by tradition than by the research litreature”.(O’Neill, 2007,p.4)

Concerns and Issues

Over the two year period tutors have engaged with learning outcomes, concerns and issues have been raised about this approach to teaching and learning.  Some of these are summarised here and provide insights, particular to art and design disciplines but equally have a resonance with a wider third level academic audience.

· Will learning outcomes undermine or diminish the distinct identity of the different disciplines?

· Will learning outcomes reduce opportunities for exploration, risk taking, and impinge on the creative process?

· How will unintended learning outcomes be valued if they are not assessed?

· Are learning outcomes and modularisation one and the same?

· What are the implications of learning outcomes for teaching and learning?

· What is constructive alignment?

· How do you write learning outcomes that are explicit and evidence based if the existing curriculum favours the implicit and tacit?

· Will learning outcomes lead to an increase in continuous assessment and paper work?

· How do you achieve transparency and balance, between learning activities, assessment criteria and assessment methods? 

· How do you establish levels for learning outcomes in course programmes, when there are multiple departments and disciplines involved? 

Conclusion

Generally responses to learning outcomes differed across the college.  Design, adopted a problem solving approach to translating multiple project briefs into modules with outcomes.  In addition, design staff are investigating new assessment methods and criteria in an effort to provide improved congruence between, outcomes, assessment methods and criteria.  Fine Art tutors tended to design large modules and write learning outcomes that offered flexibility and aided experimentation. 

Biggs states that a “good teaching environment is consistent.  Teaching and assessment practices are aligned to the aims of teaching”. (Biggs, 2002,p.1)  Achieveing this is a challenge but one which tutors at NCAD are addressing as the process of implementing outcomes and constructive alignment is underway.  Introducing learning outcomes has provided tutors at NCAD with an opportunity to examine how undergraduate courses are constructed and consider how to progress toward a student centred approach to teaching and learning. Learning outcomes exposes the curriculum to intense questioning and scrutiny.  In the context of NCAD it led staff to consider their existing teaching strategies and presented numerous challenges in attempting to achieve transparency while maintaining quality in teaching and learning. It also offers academic staff an opportunity to consider broader theoretical and conceptual concerns relating to the disciplines of art and design and encourages dialogue in the area of pedagogic research which is important at this time.
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