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From 1853 until the Second World War, the Government Schools of design ran courses in 26 
stages, a national curriculum for art schools - the South Kensington System 



The Design Room, 
Leeds College of Art 
1904

To be an artist or designer of any kind, you started by learning to draw 
from observation – from the cast, from still life and then from life



The Painting Room, 
Derby School of Arts and Crafts 
1947

Even after the War in Britain little changed until the late 50s



The Intermediate Certificate in 
Arts and Crafts
Leeds College of Art Prospectus 1958 :

2 year course between school and higher 
education (NDD)

At the end of the course, all students took the 3 
South Kensington examinations :

a   Pictorial Composition - 12 hours
b   Drawing (Still Life or Life Drawing) - 6 hours
c   Creative Design for a Craft  - 6 hours

1958, at the first attempt the students all failed -
they were actually on the new Basic Design 
course, based on the principles of the Bauhaus.



The Basic Course, as described in the 
Leeds College of Art 1958 Prospectus :

2D exercises

1 Lines
2 Planes
3 Free Spatial Relationships of a Given 

Rectilinear Area
4 Development of Primary Forms & 

Other Complementaries
5 Colour Analysis
6 Analytical Drawing from Natural Forms

3D exercises

7 Colour Analysis in Spatial Relationships
8 Development of Cubic Relationship in Mass
9          Spatial Division & Light Relationships with 

Rectilinear Planes
10 Spatial Division in  Relationship with Straight Lines 
11 Spatial Relationship in Curvilinear Forms leading

to Spherical Construction



Basic Design brought with it a completely new language 

Out went :

Drawing
Composition

Anatomical Study
Still Life

Life Drawing
Observational Drawing

Easels

Donkeys



Basic Design brought with it a completely new language 

Out went :

Drawing
Composition

Anatomical Study
Still Life

Life Drawing
Observational Drawing

Easels

Donkeys

In came :

Mark Making
Line, Plane and Form

Analytical Drawing
Harmony and Discord

Spatial relationships

Colour Studies
Performative exercises
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And	 	in	some	ways	very	little	has	changed,	 	eg.	Leeds	College	of	Art	:



• In the 1980s and 90s, new GNVQ and 
BTEC ND syllabuses adopted ‘learning 
outcomes’ and ‘assessment criteria’.  

• Drawing was part of the process of 
creating a piece of finished work.

• Observational drawing as a learning goal 
in its own right began to disappear - even 
from        A levels. 

• To assess drawing as research, A level Art 
exams required several weeks of 
preparatory work before a final piece, 
created under ‘exam conditions’.

• WJEC - last exam board to end the 3 or 6 
hour drawing ‘exam’, in 1999.

Drawing as Visual Research

http://www.studentartguide.com/articles/art-sketchbook-ideas



• 6 uses of the word ‘drawing’, all referring 
the process of drawing as visual research.

• Examples of possible techniques for two 
different units :

cutting, fixing, machining, drilling, glazing, weaving, 
priming, drawing, layering, fixing, carving, casting, 
binding, cueing, structuring, constructing

• Drawing is part of an investigative process:

Drawing and other forms of visual investigation are 
critical during this stage, particularly in researching 
and applying 2D and 3D basic visual systems and 
design methodologies, (especially in Unit 1: 
Researching Recording and Responding in Art and 
Design). 

Edexcel Foundation Course Syllabus 2016 :  144 pages 

• 55 uses of the word ‘recording’, in 
relation to observation or research

• Unit 1 Title :
Researching, Recording and Responding in Art and 
Design

• Learning outcome 1
record ideas in appropriate forms

• Content :
Communicate a personal response: intentions eg
message, idea, theme; interrogate subject matter eg
recording, constructing, deconstructing, redefining; 
adopt ways of thinking eg working processes, ideas 
and developmental work, outcomes, justification, 
empathy with critical ideas



Higher Education  BA(Hons) Year 1 Entry portfolio guidelines 2017 

BUT … 

HE institutions still want to see observed 
drawing in applicants’ portfolios









What conclusions can we draw ?

• FE / 6th form exam syllabuses - observational 
drawing is no longer assessed as an end in 
itself. 

• Drawing is taught & assessed mainly in relation 
to its value as visual research.

• HE portfolio guidelines still expect observational 
as well as developmental drawing.

SO…

• Does our approach to drawing education create 
a smooth  progression for students coming into 
HE ?

• What are the views and experience of teachers 
and students ?

http://www.studentartguide.com/articles/art-sketchbook-ideas



What	are	lecturers’	experiences	of	
the	changing	landscape	of	

drawing?	



Sample	so	far:	

Academics:
36	survey	responses	
9	interviews
1	focus	group	with	7	participants

Students:	
19	survey	responses			



Respondents’	 countries	



Respondents’	 disciplines	





On	average,	roughly	how	many	hours	would	be	spent	in	‘guided	drawing	
tuition’:	
1.on	the	first	year	of	your	own	undergraduate	degree	or	training?
2.on	the	first	year	of	the	course	on	which	you	began	your	teaching	career?
3.by	first	year	students	of	the	course	on	which	you	currently	teach?
4.on	the	first	year	of	your	course,	if	time	and	money	were	no	object?











Please	rate	the	importance	of	the	following	drawing	skills,	in	students’	portfolios	
at	interview	for	your	course:

• life	drawing
• other	observational	drawing
• sketchbook	practice
• design	development	sketches
• design	drawings	for	presentation
• computer	aided	drawing





Visual	skills	sought:	
• Most	responses	were	process	oriented:	
Looking	
Imagining
Experimentation	
Ideas-driven	
Idea	development

Some	were	knowledge	based:	
Contextual	awareness/	influences	

• ‘Perceptual	skills’	were	cited	often	

‘Visual	research’	was	also	a	theme	

A	few	were	skill	oriented:	
Composition
Tonal	values
Facility	with	dry	media
Collage		



• Only	one	respondent	cited	‘completed	project	work’	
as	important	for	portfolios.	



What	drawing	skills	are	important	for	graduates?	





• “in	terms	of	the	industry	you	need	to	
be	doing	things	quickly	[…]	you	need	to	
be	able	to	do	a	quick	technical	drawing,	
or	a	quick	sketch.	[…].	We’ve	always
called	it	speed	translation	or	speed	
designing	as	one	approach	to	design	
thinking,	cause	you	don’t	have	a	lot	of	
time.	especially	when	you’re	in	the	
industry	there’s	even	less	time.”

• Fashion	Design	Lecturer	



• “A	lot	of	the	kind	of	drawing	we	do	here	
is	isn’t	taught	actually.	But	it’s	a	
thinking	process. Using	drawing	as	
thinking is	what	we’re	really	interested	
in.”	

• Interior	Design	lecturer



• “The	students	who	already	have	some	
confidence […]	when	they	arrive,	do	
progress.	

The	ones	who	come	in	that	don’t	have	
any	skill	or	any	practice,	they	leave	not	
having	any	either.”	

• Graphic	Design	lecturer



Have	new	(entry	level)	A&D	students	drawing	skills	
improved	or	worsened	during	your	careers?	











But	it’s	not	so	simple...	







• “Drawing	is	no	longer	essential”
• Graphic	Design	Lecturer	





• “Looking	back	over	20	odd	years,	
the	constituency	that	we’re	
recruiting	from	has	altered	from	
quite	a	privileged	one,	that	was	
almost	exclusively	from	
Foundation,	to	a	much	more	
diverse	one.”

• Graphic	Design	Lecturer	



17	of	the	26	UK	respondents	
expressed	concern	about	A-Levels



• “Drawing	is	far	too	often	taken	from	secondary	sources”	(2)

• “[Manual	drawing]	tends	to	be	bypassed	for	quicker	Adobe CS	routes”

• “(A	level)	students	have	often	got	a	lot	of	fine	rendered	drawing	and	almost	zero	quick	'thinking'	drawings”
(3)

• Overemphasis	on	“technique,	finish	and	control”	(9)

• “Spoon	feeding	prescribed	results”	(8)

• “a	reluctance	to	take	risks”	(3)

• “a	lack	of	visual	literacy	skills”	(2)
•
• “[An	issue	is]	staff	expertise in	drawing	- far	less	common	amongst	younger	staff,	and	an	unwillingness	to	

teach	it	even	if	they	are	able”





• “A-level	education	
approaches	mostly	are	not	
suitable	for	what	is	looked	
for	in	fine	art	
undergraduate	teaching”

• Fine	Art	lecturer	



• I’m	aware	that	teachers	
[…]	are	under	massive	
pressure	to	show	results.	
[…]	that’s	not	necessarily	
going	to	give	the	
conditions	for	as	much	
experimentation	and	
enquiry.	It	can	lead	to	[…]	
short	terms	formulae	for	
getting	things	to	look	
good.	that	seems	to	be	
pretty	widespread	across	
GCSE	and	A	Level.	

• “Graphic	Design	Lecturer”





• “Some	of	the	A-Level	
students	get	a	little	bit	
freaked	out	when	they	
arrive	and	they	see	the	
foundation	students”.

• Illustration	Lecturer	





• “HE	standards	are	suddenly	
considerably	higher,	this	can	
lead	to	crippling	anxiety	and	
stress,	it	can	split	a	
classroom,	and	it	can	
consume	much	of	our	time	
in	an	effort	to	salvage	the	
skill	[of	drawing]	to	a	useful	
level.“

• Fine	Art	lecturer	



• “	I	think	the	thing	that	isn’t	
really	covered	at	all	well	in	
secondary	education,	and	
probably	could	be,	is	[…]	
design	drawing.	The	idea	of	
drawing	as	part	of	an	
ideation	process”.	

• Interior	Design	lecturer



• “A	little	thread	of	
experimental	drawing	to	run	
alongside,	would	put	the	A-
Level	student	in	a	really	
good	position”.

• Illustration	Lecturer



Conclusions:	



Conclusions:	



Conclusions:	

- We	value	process	over	product	in	our	applicants’	
work,	but	school	provision	often	acts	counter	to	
this	

- More	‘Foundation	style’	approaches	needed	in	
schools

- We	need	to	address	obstacles	preventing	this			
- Exam	boards	and	OFSTED	need	to	be	involved	



Please	help	by	participating	in	the	survey	and	adding	
your	views.	

Feel	free	to	contact	us	at:	

michelle.fava@anglia.ac.uk


