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Abstract 

Since the 1970s, art and design education at UK universities has existed as a 

divided practice; on the one hand applying experiential learning in the studio 

and on the other hand using passive learning methods in the lecture theatre. 

As a result, art and design students are in their vast majority reluctant about 

modules that may require them to think, read and write critically during their 

academic studies. This article describes, evaluates and analyses two individual 

active learning experiments designed to determine if it is possible to teach CCS 

modules in a manner that encourages student participation. The results reveal 

that opting for active learning methods improved academic achievement, 

encouraged cooperation, and enforced an inclusive classroom. Furthermore, 

and contrary to wider perception, the article demonstrates that active learning 

methods can be equally beneficial for small-size as well as large-size groups. 
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1. Introduction 

In the 1970s, the Coldstream reports argued for changes in higher education that would 

‘improve the status of artists and designers’ (Borg, 2012, p. 4); namely the implementation 

of contextual and critical studies (CCS) modules to art and design HE courses. Since then, 

art and design education at university level has been ‘almost uniquely divided against itself’ 

(Frayling, 2004, p. 40), often because CCS is taught in a traditional manner that tends to 

‘reinforce students’ role as passive learners’ (Ebert-May et al., 1997, p. 601). Subsequently, 

the requirements of academic study, which are quite different from those of experiential 

learning, create a certain anxiety to art and design students, many of whom may already 

struggle with dyslexia or other learning disorders and mental health conditions. In addition 

to the above, pedagogical studies show that art and design students often resist writing (Borg, 

2012, p. 5).  

Applying Graham Gibbs’ (1988) reflective cycle framework, this article expands on two 

active learning experiments: one activity involving a small group of six graphic design 

students (Level 4), and another activity involving a large group of thirty-four graphic design 

students (Level 4). The findings reveal that teaching CCS is most effective when the 

instructor follows an active learning approach, which has been found to improve academic 

achievement and encourage an inclusive environment for all students (Weller, 2019; Baepler 

and Walker, 2014; Smith and Cardaciotto, 2011; Parker et al., 2005; Haggis and Puget, 2002; 

Thomas, 2002; Bamber and Tett, 2001). Furthermore, the following sections demonstrate 

that an active learning approach can be beneficial for small-size as well as large-size classes, 

when planned appropriately, whilst alternative forms of delivering content help students learn 

effectively, especially those who identify as visual learners (Falchikov, 2006 (1995); Stefani, 

1994; Berk, 2009). 

2. Description 

CCS modules offer students the opportunity to engage with existing literature on design and 

other related disciplines, in order to better understand design practice within a wider socio-

cultural context. Thus, students are typically expected to read academic texts during their 

scheduled sessions with their teacher, or independently. In this case, the topic of interest was 

the difference between art and design practice. However, instead of reading about and then 

discussing the topic in the classroom, the two experiments examined in this paper utilized 

two video-recorded presentations by distinguished design historian Alice Rawsthorn at 

Domus Academy in Milan, Italy (Domus Academy, 2015a; 2015b). In both cases, the 

purpose of this activity was to watch the videos, answer the questions that were listed in the 

A3 prints provided, and then use this infromation to develop a discussion around art and 

design. 

620



Artemis Alexiou 

  

  

 

Table 1. Teaching Plan 

 

3. Feelings 

3.1. Session 1 (small-size group) 

On the day of the session students were presented with the day’s teaching aims and 

objectives. The reaction to the fact that they were asked to actively participate during the 

lesson was met with reluctance, however, they were excited to find out that they will be 

watching two videos, instead of reading academic journal articles, to answer the questions 

presented to them. This student group was typically quieter than others, yet, when it came to 
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asking questions about the activity itself and what they were required to do, they were very 

specific with their queries and appeared keen to do their best with the activity presented to 

them. 

3.2. Session 2 (large-size group) 

On the day of the session students were presented with the day’s teaching aims and 

objectives. The reaction to the fact that they were asked to actively participate during the 

lesson was met with enthusiasm and curiosity. They were excited to find out that they will 

be watching two videos, instead of reading academic journal articles, to answer the questions 

presented to them. Given its large scale, this student group consisted of a wide variety of 

students, so typically the most confident students would be those asking questions about the 

activity in front of the whole group. Yet, all students paid the appropriate attention to the 

instructions provided, preparing with their own smaller groups for the activity. The majority 

of students seemed enthusiastic about the idea of having to work collaboratively.  

4. Evaluation 

Following both sessions, students were asked to complete a short online survey to capture 

their opinion on what had just taken place. In general, the responses revealed the activity was 

beneficial to both groups. It helped students understand the key differences between art and 

design, exposing them to a number of interesting contemporary design practice examples. 

One student commented that the set list of questions helped them focus on the information 

presented by the speaker in the video, trying to sustain their concentration on the task at hand. 

Another student noted that listening to the design historian talk about design history and 

practice in a manner that was easily understandable, in contrast to the formal language used 

in written academic articles, has allowed them to engage better. Another student, who 

discolved they were dyslexic, noted that they preferred the use of videos because reading 

academic articles was usually a struggle for them. 

5. Analysis 

5.1. Session I 

Smith and Cardaciotto (2011, p. 58) reveal that active learning may ‘be like broccoli’, 

meaning that ‘although it is good for students intellectually, their overall impression of it may 

not be completely positive’. However, Alliger et al. (2006 [1997]) found that when students 

express a dislike about an active learning session, this typically affects their performance of 

the required task, rather than their learning. Both opinions are certainly true in this case, given 

that students did not write down all the answers to the questions provided, although the task 

was admittedly fairly simple and easy. Yet, their learning was impactful enough to inspire 
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some of the students to write about the subject presented during the session for their 

summative assignment, and others to look into some of the information mentioned during the 

videos independently. Additionally, the use of videos for delivering content to students in 

combination with the specific set of questions provided has been found to increase students’ 

memory of this knowledge (Berk, 2009; Smith and Cardaciotto, 2011), which in itself proved 

to be beneficial. 

5.2. Session II 

Berk (2009) argues that students can attain at least twenty potential learning outcomes when 

an appropriate use of videos takes place during a taught session. In this case, the active 

learning session described above has allowed students to focus their attention, created a sense 

of anticipation, improved attitudes towards content and learning, inspired and motivated 

students, and decreased anxiety on a typically perceived as intimidating type of activity (ibid., 

p. 2). Students were intensely concentrated on what the speaker was talking about during her 

presentation, enthusiastically anticipating for the answers to the questions they had in front 

of them to come up. Furthermore, students confessed that they gained a better understanding 

about design history, and how the critique of contemporary design could be beneficial to 

them as designers – because not only would offer them inspiration and motivation for their 

own practice, but also offer them a historical perspective to design practice in general. 

Additionally, as Michaelsen et al. (2009) have previously argued, working as a team of 2-4 

people enabled students most susceptible to poor performance to complete the required task 

and remain on track during the session. 

6. Future Considerations 

Taking into account the teacher’s own observations and the student feedback provided, a 

number of considerations could be implemented to further improve the learning outcomes of 

this type of activity. Specifically, asking students in the large-size group to ‘think-pair-share’ 

(instead of just pair and share) would potentially lead to better analytical, argumentention, 

prioritization, problem solving, and resolution skills, as well as foster short class discussions 

(Kaddoura, 2013; Green, 2000). Additionally, rearranging the tables to create an arrangement 

that is less linear, and more spherical could also potentially add to the overall student 

experience, given that physical space can also improve student learning (Brooks, 2011; Park 

and Choi, 2014). Furthermore, a similar active learning session could possibly be used with 

students in other levels (e.g. level 5), utilizing a different set of videos appropriate for that 

level of study. In this case, students could be invited to generate a written summary of the 

most important elements presented after each video, instead of having to answer a set of 

predefined questions. This would allow more autonomy, because they would have to decide 

how to write and what to include in their summary, and then present their own written text 
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to the group. Providing a learning experience that ‘explicitly addressed the development of 

students as autonomous persons’ would then make this active learning session more advanced 

(Yorke, 2001), and therefore, more challenging and appropriate. 

7. Discussion 

The results of the two experiments seemed more or less equal in quality, by the end students 

fully understood the difference between art and design practice, and gained a better awareness 

of contemporary design practice. From a practical perspective, the larger group required more 

assistance from the teacher throughout this planned activity, which made it more challenging 

to remain faithful to the time slots allocated for each task.  Yet, the larger group of students 

seemed to profit much more throughout the session because they were invited to work in 

small teams of four people, whereas the students in the smaller group worked in pairs. 

Research reveals that students learn better by participating in collaborative groups, their 

desire to participate is higher, and they consider the classroom environment to be fun and 

dynamic (Ebert-May et al., 1997; Chickering and Gamson, 1987). In fact, the positive effects 

of active learning methods have been found to benefit the students that may be characterized 

as ‘low-performing’ (Walker et al., 2008), as well as the highly-performing students that may 

already be well equipped to actively participate in these sessions. Active learning also allows 

students to measure their own knowledge, positioning themselves within their peer group, 

and at the same time offers tutors the opportunity to assess the level of knowledge of the 

group, and of individual students, identifying areas that may need more work (Knight and 

Wood, 2005; National Research Council, 2000). Creating an environment for small-size or 

large-size groups of students to actively participate in knowledge formation has been shown 

to increase the length of time students remember the material discussed, because what they 

say or do stays with them longer than what they hear (Slamecka and Graf, 1978; Edgar, 

1969).  

A common concern about active learning is that as learning and teaching method it can only 

be successful with smaller classes (Auster and Wylie, 2006). Yet, this article revealed that 

size is not necessarily obstructive to the success of an active learning session, as long as all 

other factors are firmly in place, such as effective planning, interesting and appropriate 

content. As long as educators, regardless of discipline, are eager to work hard, capable of 

providing students with suitable active learning opportunities to practice their critical and 

analytical skills, and willing to offer constructive feedback to students for their performance 

(Michael, 2006), then in their vast majority active learning sessions are a success.  
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8. Conclusion 

CCS teaching for art and design courses in higher education can and ought to be dynamic, 

complex, and well-positioned within contemporary practice. Teachers ought to be making 

use of learning methods that enhance employability, inclusivity, internationalization, the use 

of digital technologies, and student engagement (Weller, 2019), whilst instilling an 

enthusiasm for the study of design. Still, moving from being a passive learner to an active 

learner depends not only on the teacher, but also the student’s willingness to accept shared 

responsibility for their own educational experience (Billson and Tiberius, 1991). 

Nonetheless, with the use of active learning techniques that allow us to break down ‘the 

hierarchies that divide teachers and learners in traditional learning spaces’, and encourage 

empathy among students (Baepler and Walker, 2014), we can effect change in the modern 

classroom. But first, we ought to allow room for compassion, in addition to ‘responsive 

academic and positive behavioral support’ (Bilias-Lolis et al., 2017). 
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