
GLAD: Controversy and Conformity – 25 years of transforming the academy 
 
From monotechnic to university: from complacency to conforming 
controversy. 
 
Introduction 
Using the transition from an independent art college to a school situated in a 
Russell Group University as context I will examine the purpose and evolving 
relevance of medium specific teaching in relation to research oriented 
learning. Critically reflecting on issues related to variances in perception of 
‘specialism’ by reflecting on historic assumptions, current realities and future 
possibilities I will define some of the pedagogical developments through this 
process of change. This paper intends to question certain assumptions about 
fine art education particularly at undergraduate level.  
 
To start I would like to make it clear that I will be addressing you from the 
standpoint of art school education as a process of self-discovery. To quote 
Tim Ingold from his book “Making”: “To know things you have to grow into 
them, and let them grow into you, so that they become part of who you are.” 
(Ingold 2013)  
An art school education should ensure students are aware that they, and I 
quote Ingold again, “learn from those with whom (or which) we study.” 
(Ingold 2013) 
In that sense I am making no distinction between practice and theory as both 
are part of fine art education and are too often separated out. Making things 
and images involves learning from a variety of different material. In the same 
sense that we may learn from the ideas of others we also learn through 
working with the physical world. An art school education should open up 
perceptions of what is going on in our world so we can respond to it not just 
describe or represent it. 
 
The problem 
So what is the problem that I’m addressing? Well, the main idea of this paper 
is to reframe the contested nature of the art school in a university context, to 
reconsider and recalibrate what is vital in fine art education. The provocation 
here is to suggest that rather than working against the governing institution, 
(perhaps the historical precedence for art schools in universities), you work 
with it, and within it, using its structures and systems to refocus the 
relationship between teaching, administration and research. And through this 
lens reconsider what specialist or discipline specific teaching and learning is, 
or could be. 
 
On 1st August 2011 Edinburgh College of Art (ECA) ceased to exist as a 
small specialist institution and was subsumed into the University of 
Edinburgh as one of eleven Schools in the College of Humanities and Social 
Science.  
Economies of scale meant that, structurally, ECA became a School, the 
Schools (of Art, Design, etc) became subject areas and the subjects 



(Painting, Sculpture, etc) became sub-specialisms or pathways. University 
subject areas, Music and History of Art, were added to Art, Design and 
Architecture so the ‘new ECA’ was a mix of University and College of Art 
subjects, staff and students.  
The nomenclature of Edinburgh College of Art (the School names and the 
appointment of a Principal) remained as part of the merger agreement with 
the Scottish Funding Council but, to all intents and purposes, the 
expectations were that the reformed Edinburgh College of Art would follow 
the subject area, programme and course structure of the College of 
Humanities and Social Sciences. 
 
“The development and implementation of the merger proposals has been 
guided by a desire to avoid inadvertently damaging what is valuable, for 
example ECA’s name, studio-based practices, admissions processes, and 
collections. The new ECA will continue to work with the University to assist it 
to understand where ECA’s disciplines may have particular requirements. 
…….. However, the vision for merger is not to preserve ECA in aspic; it is a 
vision of change.” (excerpt from ECA plan for Scottish Funding Council 
2011). 
 
Prior to merger with the University of Edinburgh ECA was arguably 
recognised more for its history, buildings and studios than research: a 
teaching academy apparently free from the pressures and bureaucracy of an 
elite university. 
Until as recently as 2009 Drawing and Painting and Sculpture operated 
completely independently with separate Heads of School and little or no 
sharing of teaching faculty, programmes or courses. In 2009 the Schools 
were combined to create the School of Art. I raise this because of semantic 
terminology but also accountability. The staff working now are mostly the 
same staff who a mere six years ago were part of an autonomous School of 
Sculpture or a School of Drawing and Painting with separate budgets, 
programmes and staffing costs. Translate that into University structures and 
terminology and, importantly, financial accountability, and the School (in 
inverted commas) is now ECA the subject area is Art. This naturally leads to 
concern about potential dissolution of the specialisms – the University 
doesn’t care too much about small undergraduate programmes provided the 
subject area is buoyant. 
 
I was appointed initially as Acting Head of the School of Art in 2009 when 
Sculpture and Painting joined, then Interim Head then, once it was clear that 
the merger with the University of Edinburgh was inevitable, appointed for a 
fixed term of three years. 
The fixed term nature of my appointment was congruent with University 
policy for rotational managerial roles. ECA, as an independent institution, had 
a fixed (i.e. permanent) management structure. Edinburgh, as a city, is a 
great place to live and work so staff turnover is low. Some change had 
occurred but very little in comparison to other institutions and it was clear we 



had to alter the way we worked to ensure we could meet the academic and 
research expectations of the University of Edinburgh.  
 
Projects 
At Edinburgh College of Art in the School of Art we have five undergraduate 
degrees; Painting, Sculpture, Photography, Intermedia Art and a joint 
honours UG MA degree in Fine Art run jointly with History of Art.  
There were major duplications of effort due to the separate nature of the 
named degree programmes. For example, in each specialism students 
studied only courses and projects taught by specialist staff. There were 40 
credits in Studio (Painting), 40 credits in Research (Painting), 20 credits in 
Professional Practice (Painting) and 20 credits in Visual Culture in each year. 
Multiply that by 5 and you have the number of courses we were managing in 
each year, each course broadly similar in content and learning outcome but 
slightly different to ensure the specialism was distinctive. Essentially a 
structure that could be termed ‘monotechnic’. There was considerable 
discrepancy across the subjects in terms of the student experience. Some 
students were experiencing mostly technical tuition, some had a structured 
timetable, others had no timetable, some had crits, others did not but all had 
projects.  
 
Projects are used throughout the first and second years of study in Art at 
ECA. I would attest that project based subject specific teaching is often 
predicated on an open-ended mimetic brief – a mix of what we think artists 
might do and how we remember being taught ourselves. The briefs for the 
projects were often ‘made up’, by that I mean untethered from a real life 
experience, and they were often repeated year upon year. Many had no 
bibliographies but a list of artists’ names and most were usually working from 
a semantic analogy or a process e.g. ‘Material Constructs’ or ‘Journey’.  
 
Staff regarded these as a way of kick starting students to ‘make work’ 
without defining clear restrictions, guidance or rules. Perhaps projects are 
more prevalent in Scotland because the art colleges and schools were 
independent institutions and staff invented ways of working without the 
administrative burden of creating courses. Maybe younger artists coming in 
to work with students felt the need for a more structured form of teaching as 
a response to their own experience. I know I did when I started teaching. I 
used projects as what I would now define as mini courses. In my experience 
projects in art school are a form of ungoverned curricula. This is fine if the 
project is good, clear about what is expected from the students during the 
project, in terms of workload, contact hours with staff, what to hand in for 
assessment and the assessment criteria and are constructively aligned to the 
courses and programmes they are part of but many did not follow this 
rationale. Here I’ll quote Rowntree in “Assessing Students” from 1977; “….to 
set students off in pursuit of an unnamed quarry may be merely wasteful but 
to grade them on whether they catch it or not is positively mischevious”. 
 



Additionally, despite the fervour to maintain the disciplines, looking at the 
content of the projects, it was difficult to distinguish which programme was 
teaching which project. I should also add that some were excellent and in 
fact have been extended into courses – more on this later. 
 
So, of course there is a necessity for different types of teaching that are freed 
from the conventions of curricula but the advent of student fees means that 
not only do students expect (and are paying for) clear articulation from staff 
about their teaching and learning, what is expected of them and of us, when, 
how, where and what will happen. Not only do they expect it they also judge 
it and that is then published nationally to help our next customers make a 
choice about where to pay their fees (National Student Survey). So as an ex-
art student, as an artist and as an academic manager I can see the main 
point of contact with the student learning in the early years of art school life 
(the project) as vitally important but so too is the need for a broader 
experience for the staff and the students. 
 
Looking further back to the 1970s (the same time as Rowntree was 
expounding learning outcome centred assessment) there was enough 
demand in art colleges for art and design to be recognised as academic 
subjects that Universities validated art college degrees. So art and design 
have been academic subjects for most of my lifetime and, going back to my 
reference to the perceived division between theory and practice in art and 
design education, I think we should not undervalue the importance of making 
by suggesting it would be weakened, or academicised, by regarding it 
alongside theory and history.  
 
Reimagining/conforming 
The origins of University education in Scotland stipulated that the first year of 
the four year undergraduate degree, students used to study Philosophy. This 
was to ensure students learned how to think before they started to think 
about a specialism/discipline/subject/topic.  
Arguably Foundation courses in Art in England and first year in Scottish Art 
Colleges are the last remaining bastions of that philosophical approach. They 
provide students with core underlying restrictions that form into some sort of 
devotion to a particular way of working. At ECA students can specialise in 
one subject (e.g. Photography, Printed Textiles etc) for four years. We 
recognise art practice is post media but art education still relies on subject 
specific teaching in a more concentrated way than other arts subjects. So 
regardless of any institutional pressure would it not be beneficial to consider 
a more open approach to learning using the new playground that is the 
University of Edinburgh? 
 
A year after merger and we have a major institutional pressure – a financial 
deficit. It is clear that each subject area needs to have a strategic plan to 
move out of the black. So “….we need a streamlined teaching and learning 
management structure to proactively move towards an embedded approach 
to research led teaching and learning rather than following an historical 



precedent which is not going to enable us to deliver the changes required to 
address the financial deficit.  
The new undergraduate programme implementation plans need to address a 
more economical and effective approach to delivery across the subjects in 
the courses to enable students to be taught across Art rather than solely in 
the disciplines. This needs to be considered across the Undergraduate years 
to maximise the use of academics time to develop new initiatives in research, 
teaching and learning.” Excerpt from School of Art plan 2012-13 
 
The University has a structure in Humanities and Social Science where 
students take 80 credits in the first two years in their School (e.g. Social and 
Political Science) with 40 credits taken as elective choice across Humanities 
and Social Science. We opened up the curriculum to enable art students in 
first and second year to elect outside courses, not for 40 credits but for 20 
credits. In addition we created elective courses for students outside art (that 
could also be elected by art students so if students didn’t wish to elect from 
outside Art they could take an Art course). These were carefully devised and 
structured courses that did not duplicate current courses and were usually 
an extension of an aspect of a member of staff’s work. In the first year the art 
students who took these courses asked staff why their other mandatory 
courses were not structured like this. They felt a clear affinity with the course 
(partly because they had elected to do it) but also with the work of the staff 
teaching on the course. 
 
So my point here is to suggest that rather than having a course called e.g. 
‘Studio (Painting)’ taught by a large team of staff some of whom don’t make 
paintings would it not be more progressive to suggest staff work together on 
courses that relate to their work? Also would or could these courses feed 
into or come from research projects? Or could a course be a member of 
staff’s work? If as we claim that the School of Art is an engaged community 
encompassing a diverse range of expertise can the courses be devised 
through aspects of staff research interests?  
And, paradoxically, is this not precisely how the Arts and Humanities in 
Universities devise their courses and programmes? 
 
Of course the anxiety here is that the teaching of material based disciplines 
dissipates – there is less time with the students making things because 
they’re off learning Business German, we no longer have courses called 
Painting or Sculpture or Printmaking, we’re not addressing key aspects of 
practice or material based learning. But if the strength is there in depth in the 
faculty’s work (and by their work I mean their teaching, administration and 
research) then the new courses that emerge should be innovative, fresh, 
rooted in experience, in flux and crucially, reflexive.  
 
OK. So I’m speaking about staff doing more than teaching – I’m expecting 
them to develop courses, extending projects derived from their own work 
into longer 20 and 40 credit courses. This is the expectation in History of Art 
and Architecture at ECA. In fact it’s a standard interview question for a 



teaching fellow – can you outline what kind of course you could teach the 
early years of undergraduate? Can artists and designers not also do this? 
 
Artistic community  
In addition to looking at the structure of the courses we also looked at the 
huge amount of valuable time and effort staff put in to establish ‘live’ projects 
for the students, to organise a lecture series and other external visits and 
visitors. Attendance at Edinburgh is good for such events but this was 
actually extra curricular work. There was little stating students should attend, 
few assessment tasks aligned to talks or visits, or even something stating it 
was non-compulsory. The value of these events is vital for the students. The 
permanent staff have University salaries and students need to learn from 
artists who make a living through their work or by other means.  
 
ECA has a strong history of alternative academies existing alongside the 
College; Protoacademy, established by Charles Esche in 1998, ran for four 
years and “…responded to particular realities in Edinburgh at the time…” 
(Esche 2009) and Future Academy with Clementine Deliss “…set up in 2002 
to investigate the global transformation of the art college, and with the input 
of students, forecast future conditions for independent research and art 
production.” (Deliss 2009) 
I was involved in both of these ventures and the problem was two-fold. First 
of all they were, and by definition needed to be, autonomous from the 
curricula and teaching of the art school. Secondly, to be involved felt like 
being part of an elitist club or group. Ironically, it felt a little bit like being a 
sculptor rather than a painter….. 
It struck me that this type of invaluable discourse alongside more traditional 
studio based teaching was a way of managing the expectations of the 
students and evolving an engaged and progressive pedagogy. Importantly I 
sensed there was a distinct sense of learning with the alternative academies 
model while the more complacent art school model was predicated on 
learning from. 
 
Measuring success  
In terms of measuring success (or marketability) much of this has proved to 
be a success – many art students elect to take courses in anthropology, 
psychology, languages, etc. Students from outside ECA take our courses 
and some want to move programme and study with us, often on the 
realisation that studying art is ‘academic’ and not just ‘practical’. We have an 
excellent Friday Talks series where staff and students can suggest speakers 
related to their own research interests, there are assessment tasks related to 
the talks and other projects with artists in residence aligned to student 
learning outcomes. 
If, as academic staff and as artists, we value the role of art and artists in 
society should we not be prepared to share our knowledge more widely to 
shift attitudes to contemporary art practice? Is that not the duty of the civic 
University and the social role of the artist? Does that not bring our work, 
research, practice (whatever we want to call it) and our teaching closer 



together?  
 
Conclusion 
To conclude, if the specificity of art is an experiential approach to developing 
ideas, self-organisation, use of reflection and scrutiny to engender new forms 
and representations then the methodology relies on the generation of 
different situations that qualify the educational process. This requires 
partnerships within and outside the academy and an evolving and active 
sense of constant re-evaluation.   
 
As Charles Esche stated in his essay ‘Include me Out’. 
“The idea of the art academy is a paradox that can be reconciled only if we 
keep contrary objectives and ideals in sight” Esche 2009 
I would extend that to propose that within the art school we need to keep 
contrary objectives and ideals in sight. That way we can cultivate an 
environment and a community where we learn from and with each other and 
from and with stuff. 
For undergraduate students, working within a specialism defines parameters 
that can be challenged and establishes a standpoint for response. I’m just 
not sure that the specialisms in art education should only be defined by 
material or methodological difference. 
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