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 The Art and Design sector has always prided itself in being a major contributor to educational development. However, the changes in higher education that we are now all so familiar with have thrown up questions we have hitherto taken for granted. If art and design is to continue as a part of the vanguard of educational change there are a number of these questions that we have to answer. Independent and student-centred learning, concepts traditionally synonymous with art and design practice, are being reappraised. Assessment and transferable skills are up for grabs. In the following, I will argue that assessment is at the core of these issues and in addressing assessment we inevitably address these others.

 Its now ten years since Cal Swann reported the death of Nellie. 'Sitting by Nellie' was, of course, a conception of learning and teaching which relied heavily on one-on-one tutorials - the 'atelier' method - and which, claims Swann, was prevalent in British Art Schools from as far back as the fifties. But this means of 'practitioners passing on their experience, skills and attitudes' could not continue, suggested Swann, not just because of 'the organisational pressures of dealing with more complex educational requirements" but also because it was arguable that 'sit-by-Nellie' was ever 'valued for its challenge to the intellectual development to the ones who have to do the sitting'.

There are two observations that can be made about this recognisably seminal paper which strike a chord today. Firstly, Swann was optimistic about the future and offered advice on how we might construct our curricula so that it not only tackled the resourcing problems but also made our teaching more effective. Looking back, it seems quite bizarre that such basic advice, such as structuring a timetable, preparing learning materials and providing interim crits, was then considered innovative. What was clear at the time was that the suggestion that we might change our teaching methods for whatever reasons caused profound anxiety in those colleagues who found playing the role of Nellie a very comfortable way of earning a living.

Secondly, Swann's suggestions about the future still revolved around a teacher-centred curriculum despite his expressed concerns for the well being of the students.

 It wasn't until three years later that we became aware, through a series of national seminars organised by a joint working party of CNAA and CHEAD, of the need to look at student-centred learning. Called 'On not sitting with Nellie', it invited us all to recognise the imperatives for change. Within the interim of those three years, art and design as a subject had made a minor coup in being one of the first subjects to recognise the dramatic and inevitable changes that lay ahead. The paper that led the seminars identified the key imperatives:


• 
the recognition of students to learn independently


• 
 the participation of students from a wider range of backgrounds financial pressures


• 
 changed expectations of specific work-related skills


• 
 graduates being able to deal with situations not yet existing and having transferable skills for new tasks


• 
 recognition of the limits to and scope for the commonality of art, design and craft as disciplines

 This was the first time that the issues of independent learning and student centred learning had hit the ground floor of studio practice. Although the theoretical frameworks have been around for many years few in higher education have had the opportunity to evaluate them in any depth since there has been no requirement that teachers in higher education should be formally qualified in the subject. Consequently, the level of hostility and resistance to these concepts by many teachers -was high and not only noticeable in informal debate within institutions but also in the subsequent conferences organised by GLAD (Group for Learning in Art and Design) which formed through CHEAD as a logical consequence of the developing debate in learning and teaching. Seven years on and these issues are as relevant today as they ever have been.

 There is so much that we take for granted in learning and teaching and one of those is the meaning of student-centred learning. During that volatile period of the late eighties and early nineties many colleagues felt that either they were already practising student centred-learning or, more cynically, it was a means by which management was going to process more students through the system for less money. They were probably wrong in the former case. GOFO is the acronym for teachers sending students off to find out for themselves (FOFO for some !) without any clear understanding of how the students were supposed to do it. In the latter case they were probably right, although this did little for the integrity of the concept.

 Of the imperatives identified in the CHEAD paper above it is the independent learning one which is fundamental. If we cannot get this one resolved then the others may not be realised in the way we would wish.

 Running almost parallel to this debate in art and design was a developing programme of research into student learning which was not directly accessible to those who were attempting to make sense of the future of art and design education, yet it could have made a major contribution to the Nellie debate had the timing been right. As it happened it also coincided with the demise of the CNAA and the disaggregation of all those officers who were in a position to alert us to the potential of the research and, had the CNAA continued, been instrumental in co-ordinating a coherent collaborative programme of development. The research itself had started in the early seventies, mainly in Sweden and Australia, and to a lesser extent in this country through the work of Graham Gibbs, Noel Entwistle, Dai Hounsell and others. It had come to fruition through the CNAA Improving Student Learning project led by Gibbs (Gibbs, 1991). Its focus was on how students went about learning and many of its outcomes had, and continue to have, important implications for the way that we consider how learning environments should be constructed for students in art and design.

 John Biggs observed that students go about learning in qualitatively different ways and, to an extent, these ways can be classified as five levels related in terms of their increasing sophistication. These levels are in turn differentiated within themselves into two fundamental levels of students' approaches to learning - deep and surface. What is more, the research has revealed that students' approaches to learning is often determined by their conceptions of learning. If students believe that learning consists in reproducing or regurgitating what is learned during their course then they will approach their studies qualitatively differently to those students whose conception of learning is that of making sense and attempting to understand what the tasks or projects are really about. Furthermore, the research reveals that teachers' conceptions of learning and the way they construct the learning environment can have a substantial impact on the way that their students go about learning. Finally, students' conceptions of what good teaching consists of is related to their conception of learning. Students who take a deep approach to learning have a conception of teaching which is facilitative. The teacher is seen as someone who enables the student to understand. On the other hand, students who take a surface approach believe good teaching consists in the teacher telling the student what to do.

 In interviews the one single activity that was identified as making a substantial contribution to students taking a surface approach was examinations. It seemed that no matter what approach students took during their studies, as soon as examinations appeared they began to ask the question, 'What do I have to do to pass the exam?'. This strategic, surface question inevitably leads to a surface approach. The pressures to pass the examination are so great that making sense is replaced by getting it right. Art and Design students are no different to any other students in this respect. The final show at the end of the year has as much potential for encouraging a surface approach as any other form of examination. To date, there is very little research data on this to make any reasonable comment other than if it is true then what the degree shows are about is not what we think they are about.

 It is fair to say, in the light of the research evidence so far, that no matter how well a course is designed in relation to student-centred learning, students will take a surface approach to learning if the end of course assessment promotes it. In the absence of a course framework which clearly outlines what is valued and how its valued on the course, students will inevitably resort to the strategy that has proven successful in the past - guessing what the teacher values - and behaving accordingly. This is a surface approach.

 It may well be worth reconsidering the 'crit', that celebrated teacher-centred method of assessment and 'feedback' as described by Swann and so cherished by many teachers as being a good example of open and explicit sharing of success. In reality, students have reported how humiliated they have felt by such a public scrutiny of their work with little opportunity to reply either because they do not have the confidence or they do not wish to challenge the judgement of the master. What they know for next time is what pleases and displeases the teacher. This is the heart of the strategic approach - planning work to please the teacher rather than trying to make sense of a complex world.

 Making sense in art and design is a risky business even for competent students. As the emphasis has always been on the artefact as the principal criterion of success, rather than what a student has actually learned as a result of the project, experimentation in sense-making can only go so far. How do we compare two students submitting work for assessment: one has provided a commendable show of artefacts - yet again. The only nagging doubts here is that it looks very much like the previous project's work and it doesn't quite answer the brief. Nevertheless, the quality of the artefact, as regarded by the external world, will be predictably high. The other student has been involved in the project and, as a result of some major discoveries about the nature of the subject under study has reoriented her views about the subject. Also as a result of the project this student sees the world slightly differently now and can articulate these insights with passion. Unfortunately, because of this paradigm shift her artefact is not complete and she expresses doubts about its coherence at this stage. In the absence of any criteria which enables the second student to make explicit her learning, the likelihood is that the first student is going to get the higher marks. What are the hidden messages for these two students and the others in the crit.

 If 'pleasing the teacher gets success' is the major message here then it doesn't matter how good the artefacts are. The first student is motivated by a conception of learning which has no practical application either in the world of work or in any future desire to take up learning again. The only application it does have is that it might increase the chances of getting a better degree. What has that student actually learned as a consequence of the project? What is the means of making this evident?

 If these hypothetical examples sound highly contrived then it is worth spending time talking to students about what they actually get up to when they go about their project work. Strategic learning is more prevalent than it appears. Students are very good at disguising their inabilities and inadequacies and for good reason - there is a lot to be gained by doing so and a lot to be lost by revealing them. Yet, if we are genuinely going to help students to become active learners who can operate independently we are going to have to find ways of enabling them to be open and honest about their beliefs without feeling that they will be humiliated by their peers or downgraded by their teachers.

 By definition, students who take a surface approach cannot be truly independent learners. If we are to enable our students to become independent learners there are several things we can do:


• 
 determine at the outset of their course what approach they predominantly take when they go about learning


• 
 provide an inductive experience on what counts as taking a deep approach to learning in their course


• 
 construct a curriculum that reinforces the deep approach


• 
 construct an assessment programme that values the deep approach

 There are no hard and fast rules for devising ways of putting students at the centre of their learning although the research into student learning has identified four 'key elements' (Gibbs 1991) which are seen to enable students to take a deep approach.


• 
 a motivational context in which students are keen to find out and make sense of the tasks set


• 
 learner activity, or practical engagement, is more likely to enable students to personalise their learning and therefore make sense of it


• 
 interaction with others enables students to negotiate meanings and manipulate ideas


• 
 a well structured knowledge base allows students to make sense of new concepts by relating to their existing knowledge

 It would be surprising to find an art and design course that doesn't embrace these characteristics to some degree. However, it is the interaction with others which offers the most potential for promoting independent, student-centred learning. Learning teams, well constructed and openly valued by the teacher, are appearing on many courses. Their purpose is to enable students to talk openly to each other about what they get up to throughout the project. There is an increasing amount of research going on in relation to the impact of peer support, self- and peer-assessment, mentoring and so on on student learning although there is very little published research in relation to its effectiveness in art and design.

 Enabling students to interact with each other in meaningful ways requires teachers to re-evaluate what their role is in student learning. GOFO doesn't work at all. Some students might benefit but they are the ones who take a deep approach anyway (they are learning despite, not because of, the teacher). Neither is there any point in being facilitator during the course only to become master at the end. Students work this out pretty quickly.

 Once we emphasise the importance of the student's' approach to learning as a characteristic of our courses rather than exclusively celebrating the quality of the product, we begin to realise the substantial shifts in our own conceptualisation of what learning and teaching amount to. But in constructing a course which promotes a deep approach to learning through independent and student-centred strategies, we are likely to find that students start engaging, often willingly, in another of the key imperatives identified by the CNAA/CHEAD paper - transferable skills. Negotiating, listening, helping, challenging, criticising constructively and other team skills which contribute to a student's ability to communicate effectively.

 In summary, we've come a fair distance since Swann's paper, aided and abetted, of course, by some key conferences organised by CNAA, CHEAD and GLAD. At the time, Swann could comment relatively accurately about the state of affairs that existed in our art schools without any resort to research. With the overarching, all seeing body of the CNAA, a relatively stable structure of courses, a small and elite band of external examiners and an unquestioned teaching methodology, it was not too difficult to say how it was for everyone. Nowadays, the absence of a national awarding body, the subsequent incorporation of institutions, modularity and its attendant fragmentation of courses and external examiners and new quality assurance and assessment demands have contributed to a much less predictable sector. But it hasn't finished yet. The interim report by the Higher Education Quality Council (HEQC 1995) on graduate standards makes clear that 'the criteria on which are based the validation and review of undergraduate programmes and the assessment of students' work need to be more transparent and explicit; provided, of course, that such criteria were crystallisations of best academic practice and not artificially imposed from outside'.

 The emergence and growing acceptance of research into teaching and learning will contribute to even greater changes to what we understand as a degree experience. The two major fites of change are likely to be assessment and transferable skills. If the art and design sector, diverse as it now is, ignores the opportunity to inform itself of its best practices through research of learning and teaching then the imperatives may be determined from elsewhere.
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