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1. Introduction   

The ‘Student-Centred Collaborative Learning Group’ (SCLG) pilot aimed to develop an independent and self-sustaining, collaborative learning community of part-time BA (Hons) Fine Art students at the University College for the Creative Arts at Farnham. The pilot forms a strand of inquiry within the National Arts Learning Network (NALN) action research project
, ‘Curriculum Development for Receiving HE Courses’. The project addresses students’ expectations and experiences of the 1st year of Fine Art undergraduate study, and aims to widen participation in HE by supporting non-traditional learners’ progression to, and achievement on, undergraduate Art and Design courses. The project (2006-2009) is led by the University College for the Creative Arts at Canterbury, Epsom, Farnham, Maidstone and Rochester (UCCA), and involves the following NALN partners: Camberwell, Chelsea, Wimbledon, Norwich, Leeds, and Herefordshire Colleges of Art and Design.

2. Background and Context

Integrating within a Higher Education (HE) culture can be challenging and intimidating. There is wide recognition of the crucial impact of the 1st year experience on student achievement and progression within HE (Harvey, Drew & Smith, 2006). This may be particularly significant for non-traditional students, who may be first generation HE learners, or who may have had to overcome various social, cultural, educational, financial and/or personal barriers in order to gain entrance to HE. 

Various studies have addressed the particular barriers to students’ successful integration within HE include: insufficient preparation for HE; wrong choice of course or institution (Ozga & Sukhandan, 1998; Yorke & Longden, 2007); and lack of social and academic interaction with staff and other students (Krause, 2001). In general, recognised barriers fall under the four key areas identified by McInnis, James & Hartley (2000): academic; personal and social; geographic and administrative. Each student has an individual configuration of motivations and expectations, social and educational background, personal and familial circumstances and financial in/security, which together can inform the level of un/ease with which they adapt to the HE environment. It is important therefore to recognize student diversity and acknowledge that “there is no first-year experience; there is a multiplicity of first year experiences” (Harvey, Drew & Smith, 2006).

A number of theoretical models and frameworks have been developed to clarify key stages and features in the process of student transition to HE (Evans, 2000; QAA, 2005; Harvey, Drew & Smith, 2006). Vincent Tinto’s Student Integration Model (SIM) (Tinto, 1975)
 is the most influential model of higher education dropout and has informed and developed current thinking internationally. Tinto’s model includes a three-staged transition process, involving: separation (from the previous environment and background experience); transition (adjustment to the new environment) and incorporation (full integration and acceptance of, and by, the new environment)(Tinto, 1987).

Student attrition and retention studies are relevant to studies of the 1st year HE experience, since the most significant student drop-out rates occur the first year; particularly during the early stages of the first year, when the students decision to drop-out or seek to integrate within HE is significantly influenced by their experience of the HE environment, during Tinto’s crucial ‘separation’ stage.  A students’ ability (or lack of ability) to negotiate and progress through Tinto’s three stages can impact the level of academic and social integration achieved; effectively impacting student retention and progression. Mantz Yorke’s (HEFCE, 1997) extensive studies of student retention identify the following six factors influencing students’ decisions to withdraw from their course:
1. 
Poor quality of the student experience

2. 
Inability to cope with the demands of Higher Education

3. 
Unhappiness with the social environment

4. 
Wrong choice of programme

5. 
Matters related to financial need

6. 
Dissatisfaction with aspects of institutional provision.

Students entering HE must become independent learners and develop and employ use of initiative and time (and resource) management skills. Higher levels of independence are required and expected from HE tutors. For many students, balancing HE study with social life, study, part-time work, family, and managing finances, present complex challenges.

Personal and social transition is as important as academic integration in influencing student retention and progression. Establishing friendships and a sense of belonging is recognised as essential in personal and social adjustment to university life. (Harvey, Drew & Smith 2006; Thomas, 2002; Katanis 2000, Yorke & Longden,2007). The opportunity to share and discuss issues and concerns with peers is important. Katanis (2000) argues that active involvement in learning communities is a successful strategy in facilitating academic and social transition. Recent developments in virtual learning environments (VLEs) have increased the methods for establishing learning communities through technologically mediated social networks and peer support (Creanor et al, 2006; Krause, 2003).

Harvey, Drew & Smith’s (2006) extensive review of literature addressing the 1st year HE experience, identified recognition that the first year involves significant cognitive growth and the development of learning behaviour. This conceptual development can be hindered by students’ prior conceptions of teaching and approaches to learning. Effective academic transition is dependent upon students’ ability to adapt to teaching and learning methods that may be very different from their previous educational experiences. Lowe & Cook (2003) highlighted that prior study habits developed in secondary school, for example, continue to be employed until the end of the first semester; suggesting that students find it difficult to adjust quickly to the independent, and higher-level learning styles required at university. The pace and volume of work may be higher than expected and marks may also be lower due to different grading structures. 

Although Tinto’s studies focused on traditional learners, challenges in academic transition can also be experienced by mature adult returners, whose early experiences of education are likely to have favoured didactic teaching methods and/or surface learning strategies, which may appear very different to current pedagogic practices. Liz Thomas also argues that it is essential for educational institutions to introduce and support ‘student centred interactive learning’ from the first year of study, to ensure that “curricula, pedagogies and assessment be reformed to support widening participation” (Thomas, 2005:101). Thomas highlights the positive outcomes of introducing student-centred interactive learning to “learners who might feel like outsiders”. Citing recent research addressing problems encountered by widening participation students (Leftwich, 1987; Evans, 1990; Sheppard and Gilbert, 1991; Hellmundt et al, 1998 and Ramsay et al, 1999), Thomas identifies that all conclude that student-centred learning and teaching (including activities such as seminars and group tutorials) offer students “safe and supportive learning environments” (Thomas, 2005:102). Harvey, Drew & Smith (2006) also highlighted the relevance of team working models in encouraging social interaction within an academic context, and the need for a mutual understanding and explicit sharing of student and staff expectations.

The SCLG pilot set out to explore strategies for employing collaborative learning to enhance students’ social and academic integration, and to uncover some of the implicit expectations and motivations of students within a Fine Art context. Whilst the value of peer support networks is widely recognized, we were interested in exploring a model of ‘teaching’ collaborative learning, which could be embedded within the min HE curriculum. We wanted to discover whether shifting the teaching focus from subject delivery, towards facilitating a student-centred collaborative learning group, would encourage the development of a self-sustainable student peer group, and whether collaborative learning methods could accelerate social and academic integration, thus enhancing the Fine Art learning experience
. This report presents the outcomes and recommendations resulting from the pilot. 

3. Aims of the SCLG Pilot

The pilot aimed to explore how independent learning can be effectively and innovatively ‘taught’ to 1st year students through a collaborative learning model and to evaluate how effectively the Student-centred Collaborative Learning Group (SCLG) could improve social and academic integration.

The development of the pilot was informed by a previous small ‘peer learning’ pilot undertaken with BA Fine Art students, which was developed by lead researcher, Sarah Sutherland. As the students’ Critical and Contextual Studies tutor, Sarah already had a good knowledge of the cohorts’ areas of strength and weakness. This initial pilot had been designed to integrate the part-time non-traditional learners with the full-time cohort through peer learning, to prevent the part-time students feeling isolated and to clarify students’ understanding of unit brief requirements for critical thinking and contextual practice. 

Building on the success of this pilot, the SCLG pilot set out to further develop and evaluate methods by which teaching staff could initiate, support and encourage non-traditional students to develop a self-directed and sustainable approach to collaborative learning within 1st year BA Fine Art curriculum. Whilst the prior Peer Learning pilot had been successful in engaging active interest and input from participating students, it has not established a sustainable ‘life’ beyond the tutor-facilitated sessions,  due to the lack of an effective environment in which students could continue to ‘learn’ outside the timetabled group meetings. The SCLG aimed to address this by creating a ‘safe and supportive learning environment’ outside of the timetabled curriculum, in which the students could raise and share learning issues openly and take ownership and direction over the sustainability of the SCLG. 

As Fine Art lecturers, both researchers implementing the SCLG pilot, had an awareness of the difficulties faced by Fine Art students’ in understanding and applying contextual practice and integrated theory requirements, and in fully understanding assessment criteria and feedback. Fine Art students often perceive assessment decisions as lecturers’ individual ‘aesthetic taste’ and have difficulty in relating practical studio work to specified module learning outcomes and level grade descriptors. It was felt that this may be due to both inappropriate student expectations and a lack of clarity and understanding of the terminology applied to Fine Art practice in HE. Students’ often appeared to lack confidence in discussing and critically evaluating their work and progress. With combined prior experience of peer learning groups and collaborative learning methods, we both believed that the SCLG might provide a useful and innovative method for addressing these issues. 

The SCLG was designed to address the following key objectives:

· To identify key issues and concerns from the students’ own perspectives.

· To develop a flexible programme responding to student concerns/issues.

· To create a structured framework for facilitating the development of the SCLG.

· To provide support required to enable students to take ownership of the SCLG. 

· To evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the model.

A loosely-structured, 10 week programme was devised to facilitate the development of the SCLG. It was hoped that the students would collaborate with each other and with the facilitators to identify and share areas of learning and experience they felt required clarification. It was felt that a holistic and flexible approach would give students both the space and opportunity to develop their own group working methodology, with appropriate guidance and support. It was also hoped that this approach would break down some of the students’ perceptions of the lecturer as distributor of ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge’, towards the establishment of a deeper and more ‘equal’ relationship of ‘shared learners’.  As Digby Warren (2003) argues, students who learn within a peer group enhance both their ‘participation’ and ‘interaction’ and “experience a higher degree of comfort to express their ideas”. Warren believes that student-centred learning groups enable students to improve communication between ‘culturally diverse classes’, and that such groups ensure that “adjustment to university study is eased” and that through peer learning:

 “…a shift towards deep learning can be facilitated, where space is created for learners to test out new concepts and there can be increased motivation, quality of discussion and level of analysis.” 

(Warren, 2003:3)

4. Action Research Methods

A qualitative methodology of ‘naturalistic inquiry’ (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) enabled a heuristic and explorative approach to developing the SCLG pilot. Throughout the pilot, we adopted the role of ‘participant-observers’, being both flexible and responsive to the specificity and complexity of the setting, whilst utilizing our prior knowledge and experience as lecturers, to inform the design of the pilot:

“..the advantage of beginning with a fund not only of prepositional knowledge but also tacit knowledge and the ability to be infinitely adaptable make the human investigator ideal in situations in which the design is emergent; the human can sense out salient factors, think of ways to follow up on them, and make continuous changes,all while actively engaged in the inquiry itself.”

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985: 107)

The pilot consisted of ten sessions of facilitated activities, designed with the aim of supporting the students in becoming a self-sustained SCLG. We hoped to ‘teach’ the students to ‘teach themselves’ within a supportive collaborative setting. Participation in the pilot was invited from 1st year BA Fine Art students. The part-time cohort (predominantly mature adult-returners) had found the earlier Peer Learning pilot very beneficial and were keen to become involved in the SCLG. Throughout the 10 week pilot, a core of 20 students attended regularly. No students on the full time mode volunteered to participate. It was explained to students that participation was voluntary and that the pilot formed part of a larger, NALN action research project which was addressing different aspects of students’ 1st year experience in HE.

The ten sessions were spread over two months, between May and June. We designed the first few sessions to address students’ questions and about assessment processes and criteria; since this was already known to be an area of concern. The part-time students had recently completed a module assignment and received their individual assessment feedback, so this was considered a relevant and useful place to begin. Throughout the pilot, sessions were designed, altered and/or adapted pilot as appropriate, and in response to interests and concerns raised by the students. The table below summarises the activities and content of each session during the ten weeks:

	Session
	Activity
	Content

	1
	Introduction, Questionnaire, Warm-up assessment activity. 
	Context, meaning and assessment criteria.

	2
	Facilitated group discussion
	Understanding the language of assessment.

	3
	Peer Assessment
	Evidencing learning through practical work and tutorials?

	4
	Peer Assessment
	Peer assessing, marking and moderating ‘Drawing as Praxis’ module.

	5
	Peer Assessment and facilitated group discussion
	Continuation and review of peer assessment. Feedback addressing relationship to individual Personal Development Plans and Learning Proposals.

	6
	Group Seminar
	Planning draft Learning Proposals with alignment to new module Brief and Learning Outcomes.

	7
	Group Seminar
	Review and feedback on draft Learning Proposals.

	8
	Group Seminar 
	Exploring use of sketchbooks and other visual material to evidence alignment of Learning Proposals with module Learning Outcomes.

	9
	Group Review
	Planning development of work for new module through review of Learning Proposals and assessment criteria.

	10
	Final Review and Evaluation.
	Facilitation reflection and evaluation of the SCLG. Student-led session planning timetable and content of activities for further SCLG development.


Table 1: Summary of activities and topics covered during the pilot.

As the pilot progressed, we consciously sought to move away from the roles of ‘initiators’ to that of ‘facilitators’ as quickly as possible, in order to encourage students to develop responsibility for the content and design of SCLG activities, and to identify topics and areas which they felt would be useful to support their learning needs and level of understanding at their particular stage of study. This was considered important in order to obtain useful and constructive feedback from the students as co-contributors to the research, as in “participatory action research the people who participate in the research process become full partners or co-researchers in running the research process itself (Elden & Chisholm, 1993:125)”. In addition, to maintain voluntary attendance and contributions from the students, we felt it was important that they view the SCLG as a relevant and valuable activity. Perceived appropriateness of learning activity is particularly important for mature students, as Falchikov’s theory of adult learning (‘andragogy’) explains:
“andragogy theory assumes that adults need to know why they need to learn something, that they need to learn experientially, that they approach learning as problem solving and that they learn best when the topic is of immediate value.”

(Falchikov, 2001:111)
The pilot design has also been informed by well-established learning theories, which describe learning as a staged progression towards independence, including: Kolb’s ‘Experiential Learning Cycle’; Biggs’ ‘SOLO (Structure of Observed Learning Outcomes) Taxonomy’; ‘Bloom’s Taxonomy’ (Brockbank & McGill, 2000:41-2) and ‘Alverno’s Framework’ (Loacker, 1999: www.eric.ed.gov). Many of these frameworks focus on the staged transformation of the individual through a series of stages of learning leading towards autonomy and independence. 
Biggs’ SOLO Taxonomy (Biggs, 2003:48) describes the acquisition of independent learning skills through five stages:

· The ‘Prestructural’ stage, where the student acquires bits of information which appear unconnected, unorganised and make no obvious sense. 
· The ‘Unistructural’ stage, where the student can follow instructions and make simple and obvious connections, but their significance is not grasped. 

· The ‘Mulitstructural’ stage, where the student becomes more actively involved in directing their learning and can make more connections, but still misses the full significance of the information available, and its wider significance.

· The Relational level, where the student becomes more independent and can appreciate the significance of areas of knowledge in relation to a wider whole.

· The Extended Abstract level, where the student becomes fully independent, and can make connections within the given subject area and beyond it, being able to apply and transfer principles and ideas underlying a specific instance.

Whilst Bigg’s first three stages are concerned with ‘qualitative’, or ‘surface’ learning, the latter two describe more ‘qualitative’ or ‘deep’ models of learning: extending from a view of learning as a process of acquiring information and facts, towards that of the transformation of learners into confident and knowledgeable individuals, able to manage and utilise their learning effectively and independently. 

Informed by Bigg’s SOLO taxonomy, the pilot sought to explore how the SCLG might provide a structured learning framework to enable students to progress from Bigg’s ‘Prestructural Stage’ to the Extended Abstract’ level; and more importantly, to support each other in progressing through Bigg’s SOLO stages of learning.

To explore this journey towards independence, it was considered appropriate to unpack and demystify the language of learning embedded within the curriculum.  Through facilitated discussion, deconstructing assessment criteria (Sessions One to Three), and peer assessment activities (Sessions Four and Five), assessment terminology was explored and students’ perceptions of tutor’s expectations were unpacked and demystified. This approach is aligned to the belief that transparency in learning (through carefully conceived and explained assessment) contributes towards developing individual learning goals (Biggs, 2003). Placing emphasis on the experiences and processes of learning, it also followed the belief that learning is experiential for both student and tutor, and as such, ‘teaching learning’ becomes as important as the subject being taught (Brockbank and McGill, 1998).  It was our intention that by involving students in the careful planning of relevant ‘learning’ activities, students would not only enjoy their subject more fully, but also take control of their own learning. The following sections describe the main observations and outcomes emerging from the pilot.

5. Forming the Student Centred Collaborative Learning Group

Significant interest in the development, structure, and performance of groups exists in a variety of contexts, including education. Many established group performance theories acknowledge phased development of the group from a loose collective of individuals, towards becoming a participatory team, and engendering a sense of shared ownership
. In education, there is significant material addressing a variety of methods for teaching groups of students. Whilst the benefits of group learning models is recognised, there is a need to explore the particular benefits and challenges of collaborative learning in facilitating independent learning, and the role of the tutor in facilitating a student-led and self-sustained collaborative group-learning model. We believed that facilitating collaborative learning would require a qualitatively different approach than group teaching methods and would require a different type and level of engagement in learning from students. We discussed how the SCLG might develop with the students at the outset of the pilot, and what benefits they would hope to gain, prior to deciding how the SCLG should be structured.

Session One: Pilot Introduction & Assessment Criteria 
At the first meeting, students expressed interest and enthusiasm for the pilot. They felt that they were already a cohesive student body and wanted the opportunity to get together more frequently to discuss their work: to benefit the group as a whole and the development of their individual work. However, they were also conscious of external personal and familial commitments outside of the course requirements and were cautious that the SCLG might become a drain on already pressured time-constraints
. 

The group unanimously decided that they wanted to develop activities within the SCLG that would provide shared support for the development of their individual art practices.  They also agreed that wanted participants agreeing to take part in the pilot to be committed to attending the sessions regularly. There was much discussion about external commitments, and how absences should be managed. Much debate ensued about how the group should be organised (one large group or several smaller groups) and how communications should be developed (whether or not absences should be communicated in advance to an appointed member of the group). It was agreed at this stage that they preferred a large group format (of 14 attendees), with the option to divide into smaller groups if particular activities required it. We also advised the students that for some of the activities we may suggest that they form smaller groups in order to gain maximum benefit.

There was not unanimous agreement between the students at this stage about how the SCLG should be structured. As it was the first meeting, the learning aims and activities of the SCLG were not yet fully developed at this stage, and so this was not surprising. As we didn’t want the students to become overly concerned with coming up with overly prescriptive, or formalised, group structures at this early stage, we decided to shift the discussion towards individuals’ motivations for choosing to study BA Fine Art and whether their experience to date met their prior expectations. Individuals were invited to share and discuss their views with their peers. A wide range of positive and negative views and perspectives were shared. All expressed at least one area of study where they felt unconfident or unclear, and where they would benefit from extra help and support.

A general, shared feeling also emerged that as part-time students, they felt at a disadvantage to the full-time students, as they had less formal timetabled taught sessions. There was also a commonly shared expectation, prior to entry, that they would have received more didactic teaching of Fine Art techniques than they actually received. There was a noticeable air of despondency and frustration in the session as students discussed their recent assessment results. Some felt that they had received conflicting advice from tutors throughout the module and had been confused about which was the ‘correct’ advice to follow. Some also felt suspicious of tutors’ assessment decisions, feeling they were based on individual tutors’ aesthetic judgement and that if they didn’t like your work, you would receive a lower assessment mark. Despite having all received verbal and written feedback, they felt this was limited and expressed a desire for more extensive and detailed post-assessment feedback from tutors. In light of the views expressed, and in line with the intended activities, the facilitators led the group in a session designed to explore and deconstruct the language of assessment.

Using the Learning Outcomes specified in the Module Descriptor that they had just been assessed on, we facilitated the group in interpreting and describing their own understanding of what was being asked for in each stated learning outcome. The SCLG were encouraged to describe, discuss and debate their understandings of the assessment criteria in their own words. We took notes of the key words and phrases used by the students and listed them on large flip-chart paper. We than summarised the session by reading through the list and asking the group to agree appropriate terms and to indicate which of the assessment requirements described on the list, that they were most unsure of and which they wanted to explore further through structured SCLG activities. Principal areas of confusion were around concepts of Contextual Practice and Critical Thinking and how these should be evidenced through practical work. Students struggled with the requirement to contextualise and critique their practice using current contemporary fine art theories and methods.

In addition, evidencing students’ learning through practice was considered problematic.  Visualising research is as much concerned with the analysis and synthesis that takes place whilst undertaking research and demonstrating this process physically is often at odds with students’ ideas of ‘creativity’ as being ‘spontaneous’ and ‘free’.  Often sketchbooks, statements of intent and personal development plans can be viewed with suspicion, as additional work loads, or as constraining their practice. These tools are judged by some students to be separate from individual practice.  This, combined with the confusion and inability to marry learning criteria and outcomes with practice, led to a great deal of de-motivation and dissatisfaction with the Fine Art student learning experience.

The SCLG was keen to use the group sessions to explore the contextual practice and critical thinking requirements embedded within the assessment criteria, and to identify appropriate ways of evidencing their individual research and development processes. The group felt that this would give them an opportunity to support each other in the construction of personal development plans and learning proposals.  The confusion students expressed regarding the aims, outcomes and assessment criteria within their units was perhaps a contributing factor in their initial resistance, and/or inability, to develop an independent learning approach to critical thinking and contextual practice.  

We facilitated the development of an outline timetable for structured SCLG sessions to address assessment criteria and critical thinking and contextual practice requirements further, with student contributions and agreement. We felt that creating structured situations and activities, to enable students to continue these discussions, would be valuable in creating a collaborative learning model. Whilst students raised common concerns and issues during the first session, it was evident that the tutors’ facilitative role was valuable in helping the students to ‘tease out’ individual needs and expectations, to clarify areas of commonality and difference, in order to encourage the development of a shared group experience.  

Whilst it was important to let the students feel ownership of ‘their’ SCLG, they needed support in order to move forward from the, “invitation and information session, to formulating an enquiry question” (Bray et al, 2000) to focus individual learning aims within a collaborative learning environment. Our principal concern, as researchers and facilitators, was to exploring effective ways of creating a useful collaborative learning framework within Fine Art, within which students could identify and develop content of common interest.
6. Facilitating Collaborative Learning and Individual Reflection

Having noticed some expressions of initial anxiety at the formative stage of the project, (during students’ discussion on how the SCLG should be structured and how individuals would work collaboratively) we decided to organise the group (by splitting students into smaller groups of four or five) in order facilitate shared group activities. Individual learning takes place at a different stages and paces. Taking this into consideration, we felt it was important to take the lead in creating a flexible SCLG framework within which the students would feel safe to accommodate the needs and opinions of all participants and, as a group, to explore the ways that they wanted the SCLG to function.

In the early discussions, the students had expressed the desire work within a collaborative group. However, there were different views of how this would best work: some students wanted to work within existing peer networks rather than encompassing all members of the group; some wanted to be broadly inclusive whilst wanting to maintain the cohesiveness of the group as a whole; some felt small sub-groups would be most practically viable; whilst some wanted to ‘dip in an out’ as appropriate to their individual interests. However, the majority of students commented that in their view, the value of the SCLG was in the discussion and debate created between in the group as a whole and were keen to try to maintain this as far as possible, whilst recognising that for specific activities, it would be necessary to split into sub-groups in order to be practical and manageable.

At the first few meetings the students appeared keen to allow us to direct and organise the group sessions. Whilst we did this to create a flexible framework in which participants could identify ways of organising themselves. We consciously began to gradually shift away from our perceived roles as ‘tutors’ - ‘telling’ the SCLG - towards that of ‘facilitators’ to – ‘supporting’ the SCLG decide for themselves. 

In order to encourage the SCLG to take control of their own organisation, we felt it was necessary to explore participants’ motives, expectations and perceived benefits of the SCLG. By volunteering to take part, it could be argued that the students were trying to address a learning need; even if they might not have been able to express that need clearly at the outset.  Rowan has argued that collaborative enquiry (or the need for collaborative enquiry) occurs when “individuals experience an imbalance or disequilibrium in their state of being” as they move further from the safety of their own experience and identifying “a sense of dissatisfaction” with their ‘own practice’ (Rowan, 1981:94). McMillan and Forsyth’s suggestion that ‘self-worth’ and ‘self-actualisation’ are implicit needs of all individual learners and that to become a co-learner (although participation is voluntary) all group members must also take responsibility for their own learning.  Throughout the development of the SCLG, we very interested to observe if and how the collaborative learning activities could enhance and promote individual students’ ability to take responsibility for their own learning.

We developed a series of activities to establish a context for collaborative inquiry within the SCLG and to create an experience for the students that would enable them to identify and address commonalities and shared issues in relation to ‘learning’ in Fine Art. 

Within the initial introductory session, discussion had revealed that the students felt confused as to what was ‘expected’ of them by their tutors and that their ‘personalities’ were being ‘judged’ by tutors rather than their work.  The majority of students felt that marking involved ‘judging’ their personality in some form.  Students were unclear about how to evidence their learning experience. Many considered ‘experience’ as inconsequential to their artwork assessment submissions and believed that including evidence of experience may lead to their being judged/marked down in their assessment.

In response to this concern, the first group activities sought to demonstrate to students that they could align their experience and research at the end of their first year of study. Studies have shown that assessment is often successful if the following three considerations are taken into account:

1. firstly, students have an opportunity through ‘repetition’ to use their ‘basic knowledge’.

2. secondly, the tasks students are set can be achieved by ‘applying that knowledge’. 

3. thirdly, the final part of their task, “requires a more subtle application of knowledge to solve the problem”.

(Brown, Bull & Pendlebury, 1997:148) 

Informed by Brown, Bull and Pendlebury’s assessment considerations, the first SCLG group activities were designed to create an environment in which students would feel safe to giving meaning to their work. Students were challenged to utilise and share their critical thinking skills and conceptual approaches to practice. It was intended that this activity would simultaneously demonstrate that assessment criteria are designed to help make these processes transparent.

Session Two: Context, Meaning and Assessment

Session one consisted of a structured activity to illustrate how artefacts can be given meaning through the addition of contextual information. Students were asked to choose a tub of beans and, working in small collaborative groups, to create a five minute presentation giving ‘meaning’ to the beans.  For this activity, groups were allocated to encourage students to mix with other students outside usual peer groups. After some initial disquiet from being in groups with students who were not necessarily their ‘friends’, they very quickly became fully immersed in they activity. Some groups became competitive and protective of their presentation; two groups asked to leave the room to develop their presentation out of earshot of the other four groups.  Presentations were deliberately ‘lo-tech’,  using either paper or acetate projection, to encourage students to focus on the processes of discussing and communicating individuals’ views of ‘context’ and ‘meaning’, rather than the aesthetic of their presentation. The students described the activity as very stimulating. 

Following this rather ‘playful’ warm-up activity, students were asked to choose an unknown object and to create a longer ten minute presentation to the rest of the SCLG.  This time, students were asked to devise a method of ‘assessing’ each presentation, before the presentations took place. 

The SCLG was initially very resistant to using any form of assessment criteria or ‘judging’ each other’s presentation. This was overcome by asking the SCLG to discuss how ‘judgement’ could take place without being ‘personally-focused’ and whether ‘judgement’ could be helpful within a peer learning environment.  We were aware that peer-assessment can be detrimental if not introduced with transparency promoting its fairness and reliability as a form of assessment.  Students often prefer trusting the “judgement of the expert, the lecturer,” and may be “sensitive to the conflicts of loyalty to the peer group in the process of making balanced objective assessments of their peers’ achievements”. Brown, Bull and Pendlebury also recognise that, “peer assessment indicates that it can promote critical thinking, the skills of management, increases self-confidence, responsibility and awareness of group dynamics” (Brown, Bull & Pendlebury, 1997:173). The emphasis on the group benefits were stressed to the SCLG, so that the activity was not perceived with the aim of ‘judging’ individuals. The SCLG agreed to undertake the activity and could see possible benefits in doing so, however, their initial resistance also served to illustrate the level of stress experienced in relation to ‘assessment’ in general. 

Following discussion and debate, the SCLG’s agreed the following assessment criteria:

1) level of fluency and structure

2) level of research

3) was meaning successfully conveyed

4) had the presenters combined their experience of the object with their research

5) had the presenters contextualised the object

By assessing the presentations, the SCLG was being invited to mark ‘performance evidence’ through observation, and ‘prior learning’ through students’ application of their prior knowledge and transferable skills (Rhodes & Tallantyre, 2003:112). It was our intention that the experience of peer assessing group activities, and the resultant critical skills development, would eventually enable students to be more confident in reviewing their own learning and assessing their work. Some key benefits for students taking an active role in assessing their own learning are recognised, including:

· the opportunity to recognize and own their abilities

· to identify areas for development 

· to plan learning and career development

· to bring together and synthesize the whole learning experience

(Rhodes & Tallantyre, 2003:113)

Perhaps most importantly, it was our intention that by ‘exercising shared and individual responsibility’ through the peer assessment activity, students would be able to develop collaborative learning within a positive and critically-engaged environment.  It also provided an opportunity to illustrate and explore examples of both formative and summative assessment.

Sessions Three and Four provided practical opportunities for students to put into practice their new shared and clearer understanding of module learning outcomes and assessment processes and grading criteria. In session three, students were invited to bring in examples of sketchbooks and other developmental works and to discuss the ways in which they provided physical evidence of the students’ critical thinking and contextual awareness and their individual learning journey. The discussion was open and animated and involved all group members. Students’ unfolding understanding of the assessment process was evident and in order to encourage them to think even more from the perspective of ‘tutors’ rather than students, they were all asked to bring in their previous module work in order to undertake a peer assessment exercise in Session Four. 

7. Empowering Learners Through Peer Assessment

In Session Four, students were asked to present their portfolios of work from the previous ‘Drawing as Praxis’ module to be peer assessed. Session Three had prepared the SCLG for the peer assessment activity through a facilitated discussion of students’ understanding of assessment and the language of assessment criteria. 

Students were asked to think about how peer assessment could be used as a learning tool by the SCLG as a tool to help develop and guide their individual practices. The SCLG had all complained about the lack of transparency surrounding assessment and most felt that the inclusion of time management as an assessable learning outcome was unfair.  Students’ understanding of time management was discussed and the assessable outcomes of time management were clarified in relation to the specific activities being asked for in a particular brief – rather than a general understanding of how well they balanced time pressures created by balancing external commitments with study requirements.

To explore module learning outcomes in further depth, the SCLG were divided into smaller groups. Each group was asked to take a learning outcome and criteria and to deconstruct the language of the criteria in relation to their own practice.  Students began to debate what type of knowledge and/or understanding was being sought within each outcome and how that might best be evidenced through practical work. Biggs’ concepts of different types of knowledge was introduced to the students, and the importance of ‘functioning knowledge’ (Biggs, 2003:43) was emphasised as a way of understanding how evidence of knowledge and understanding can be demonstrated through practice and material evidence. 

Having deconstructed the language of the learning outcomes, the SCLG was prepared to undertake the peer assessment. The assessment process was explained and students were allowed two hours to mark everyone’s work (excluding their own). They were told they had to mark the work individually and without consultation. They would then come together for a moderation meeting in which they had to agree the mark to be allocated to each portfolio of work. 

All members of the SCLG took responsibility over the assessment process and conducted themselves with impressive professionalism particularly during the marks moderation meeting, where they aggregated their marks for each student and negotiated whether the mark was appropriate or needed adjustment. We did not interfere in the assessment process, but observed their approach and discussion throughout. It was clear that by actually experiencing the process of assessing and grading work from the perspective of a ‘tutor’, gave students a completely different understanding of assessment. The way in which they negotiated and debated individual grades was sensitively approached with due care and responsibility. Most said they found the process challenging but highly rewarding and insightful.  In particular, they identified the difficulty of assessing work on physical evidence alone, without being influenced by prior knowledge of how the individual had approached the module and the methods and challenges they had encountered.

As a result of this activity, students had a clearer understanding of:

· the process of assessment (including mechanisms for maintaining fairness and standards)

· the language of assessment (learning outcomes and grading criteria)

· the tutors’ perspective of assessment

· how research is evidenced in informing the development of a body of work

· how learning can be documented through assessable, physical evidence

· how reflection is demonstrated and evidenced in practice.

All participants were particularly interested in exploring how their peers had evidenced critical uncertainty and ‘logged’ their explorative, transformative and inventive decisions. The process had helped them to identify the strengths and weaknesses in their own work as well as understanding how ‘the personal’ informs assessment, but in an objective way, by recognising an individual’s personal learning experience, rather than in the ‘judgmental’ way they had previously conceived. All felt that the language of assessment criteria could be much clearer and more consistent and felt this would be beneficial for students. They decided they would use assessment outcomes and criteria more explicitly to evaluate their own progress prior to, and during, tutorials, in order to encourage a more ‘formative’ and critical dialogue with their tutors. All the students considered grading to be problematic in supporting learning but felt that the peer assessment process helped them to ‘professionally’ comment on each others’ work without feeling embarrassed or inhibited.  The students also agreed that keeping a written account of their decision-making processes, perhaps through a journal, would be the most effective way of demonstrating ‘critical thinking’, whilst providing a vehicle for reflecting upon their practice. 

This activity marked a noticeable increase in the confidence of the SCLG. They all described feeling positive that they had been able to share and discuss ‘constructive criticism’ within the ‘safety’ of the group and that individual feelings of insecurity and ‘perceived threat’ had been removed from the activity. It showed a clearly emerging sense of empowerment as students began to understand the process of learning and assessment and suggested ways that they could begin to take greater responsibility and direction in controlling their own learning experience.

8. Recognising Individual Goals within Independent Learning

Building upon the positive outcomes of the peer assessment activities, the following activities aimed to highlight the acknowledged fact that student learning is influenced by individual needs and goals.  Educationalists Brockbank and McGill have argued that students need “to be aware of their preferred approach to learning” and that their “needs and goals are related”. They also propose that students “need to be aware of how…studying the course on which they enrolled fits in with their personal, occupational and social goals” (Brockbank & McGill, 2003:207). 

The students were familiar with the notion of a ‘Statement of Intent’ outlining their aims and objectives of study within a particular unit but had not experienced a ‘Personal Development Plan’ (PDP).  We decided to combine a generic PDP with a specifically designed questionnaire for all the SCLG members to help evaluate the benefits of participating within a SCLG. 

Students and tutors expectations of students learning can be different and may be different from students’ real experiences. The initial questionnaire allowed the students to evaluate their skills and experience as students to date. Students were encouraged to be honest about their strengths weaknesses and patterns of learning. Nancy Falchikov has highlighted in studies of peer tutoring that “people will attempt activities and tasks they believe to be within their capabilities, and avoid those which they believe to exceed them”, and recognises the importance of ‘feedback’, and how it can be “the means by which we are supplied with reactions to our performance which enable us to reflect and bring about improvements” (Falchikov, 2001:208).  

The Personal Development Plan

By asking the students to complete the questionnaire/PDP in small groups, they were given an opportunity to identify each others’ ‘strengths’, thus providing feedback from within the SCLG. It was also a useful exercise to develop empathy and understanding of other students’ learning experiences and to support each other and build individuals’ confidence, by providing a safe environment for discussing areas that they would like to improve and how that might be achieved. Students also realised that they were not alone in many of the areas in which they considered their abilities inadequate. Through discussion, many found that their peers acknowledged specific strengths and skills they had not previously considered relevant. 

The group decided that they would like to add two boxes under the heading of Critical Evaluation.  The first box would provide space for ‘Future Investigation’ to be proposed and the second box, titled ‘Research’, would provide a space for contextualising individual methodologies and primary and secondary research sources. The students enjoyed collaborating on their PDPs and felt it was a particularly positive and motivational activity.  As Paul Ramsden has recognised, students who become “concerned with integrating new material with their personal experiences, knowledge and interests” are more likely to acquire the intrinsic motivation and skills required to become autonomous, and therefore, successful learners (Ramsden, 2003:49). 

By discussing their expectations of what a learning experience is, or can be, in HE Fine Art, the students began to evaluate and analyse their perspectives and progress, affording a valuable opportunity to reflect on their experience of their first year of study. By using the PDP framework, students gained a broader perspective of their learning, beyond the outcomes of specific modules, to reflect upon their future hopes, aims and aspirations. They also began to recognise that sharing and supporting each other in reflecting on progress was a valuable aim for the SCLG.

Observing these group discussions, it was also evident that they had become more confident using ‘academic’ language, and more critical in discussing their individual learning and experiences. We believed that in order for the SCLG to become self-sustaining, it was important that participants recognised the importance of independent learning and that “there are significant benefits to individuals playing a major part in recording their own key skills” (Rhodes & Tallantyre, 2003:113).

As a result of the SCLG’s positive experience of these activities, students had themselves decided that both peer assessment and personal development planning would be two key activities to develop in the future of the SCLG.  They also decided to use learning outcomes and criteria more explicitly to help construct their learning aims and objectives. They also planned to reflect upon their aims and objectives in order to prepare properly for each tutorial, thus actively participating in their own formative assessment. They also described wanting to take more control of their learning and felt that in order to use tutor feedback constructively to inform their individual development, they needed to relate it to their own understanding of learning outcomes and assessment criteria. By viewing assessment as a developmental process, which can support the acquisition of self-knowledgeable and engaging actively with it, students felt they would be able to engage with their tutors on a more professional level, and that learning would become more of a shared (rather than a declarative) experience. This view is in accord with Trigwell, Martin, Benjamin and Prosser’s proposition that the aim of scholarly teaching is “to make transparent how we have made learning possible” (Trigwell et al, 2000:156).

The Learning Proposal

In response to student requests, and to explore ownership of individual learning further, we explored approaches to the Learning Proposal in Sessions Six to Nine. The function of the Learning Proposal was discussed as a vehicle in which to articulate individual learning aims and planned outcomes in relation to stated module outcomes and assessment criteria.

In the first of these three sessions, the SCLG was supported in ‘unpacking’ the language of learning outcomes and assessment in the new brief (as they had done in earlier sessions for the previous ‘Drawing as Praxis’ module). They then began to plan their own responses to the module brief, taking into account their longer-term aims and aspirations as explored during the PDP session. Students were asked to write a draft Learning Proposal to bring to the following session, where the SCLG would review the drafts and share feedback. Session Seven provided an opportunity for the SCLG to discuss ideas and progress in completing their Learning Proposals. The discussion also explored what types of material evidence they would plan to produce during the module and how it could present evidence of achievement of learning outcomes. Students were asked to bring in examples of sketchbooks and any other work in progress that they had already begun in response to the module brief. Examples were reviewed and discussed within the group, in relation to the stated learning outcomes and possible ways of developing work through the module. Students found this session useful in clarifying their ideas about the direction of their work, and appropriate planning considerations.

In Session Nine, the SCLG planned to continue working on their Learning Proposals for the new module brief. An SCLG member had contacted the remainder of the year group to notify them that Learning Proposals were going to be discussed and completed and that it might be useful to students who had not attended so far.  Seven new participants attended the session. The session proceeded as usual with a discussion about to how the SCLG wanted the activity to take place. The Learning Proposal proforma was split into five sections. Five groups were formed to complete each section. Several of the ‘new’ students expressed their concern and unhappiness over the activity and discussions between the students became heated.  The ‘new’ students felt aggrieved that they had missed the previous SCLG sessions (perhaps viewing them as missed teaching rather than collaborative learning sessions).  These students also felt that by completing Learning Proposals collaboratively the SCLG students were unfairly advantaging themselves.

The situation was calmed through discussion and by reminding students that the whole year group had been informed of the SCLG aims and timetable and had been invited to participate. In addition, the benefits of collaborative learning were clarified for the new participants and our role as facilitators responding to the learning needs and decisions made by the SCLG was explained. We discussed how the SCLG learning decisions had been instigated by its members and how individuals must make the decision to progress their learning in ways that best suits them, whilst drawing upon the shared support of the collaborative group. Learning does not take place in isolation as Nancy Falchikov comments, “it is not only peer mentoring and co-operative learning that require the presence and active participation of learners. Quality learning in general cannot take place on one’s own” (Falchikov, 2001:219). 

The core SCLG members were upset by their peers’ response to the group. Whilst it had disrupted the session’s planned activity, it was however also viewed an important step in recognising the strengths of the core SCLG. It also demonstrated the problems of membership and commitment within a collaborative learning model.  Some of the new participants wanted to become part of the SCLG, whilst others did not want to commit on a regular basis.

9. Encouraging Shared Ownership and Sustaining the SCLG

The final session provided an opportunity for the SCLG to evaluate their experiences of the pilot. Before undertaking the final evaluation, students were asked to identify topics/subjects that they wanted the SCLG to address in subsequent sessions and to design a draft programme of activities with a rough timetable and list of resources that they would need.

The group were given an hour to undertake these activities unaided, as we observed the way group was organising itself and approaching the task. Whilst the start of the activity was a little chaotic and unorganised, the group very quickly became cohesive and allocated a note-taker. Their discussion included reflections upon which aspects of the SCLG sessions that participants had found most useful and which they would like to explore further. There was also a lot of discussion about SCLG membership and if they were going to invite more people to attend from their year group. They agreed that they should plan a meeting to clarify the function, aims and terms of membership of the group. The SCLG did not complete the activity, but had began to agree on areas that they would like to continue working together on and also had addressed how the group should continue to communicate, meet and organise itself. 

We had decided to set up a website for the SCLG during the pilot in order to provide a discussion platform for participants outside the formal SCLG meetings. The website was intended as an asynchronous collaborative space where the members of the group could reflect upon their activities and continue to debate and discuss problems arising through the group’s activities. We felt this could provide a useful point of contact for participants as they were all part-time, non-traditional learners and were geographically distanced from each other, and the college, for the majority of the week.  
The students had raised the problems of taking ownership of the peer group, without a dedicated timetabled space within the college, and felt a VLE would help them to develop a stronger ‘peer’ dialogue.  Despite varying levels of IT ability, all students actively took part in the website discussions. A great deal of discussion about the SCLG sessions and ideas for developing the SCLG further emerged on the website. The site was also used to debate contextual and theoretical issues, with ‘answer-gardens’ providing support for the “development of a collective memory”, by allowing “groupings of similar questions and answers to be evolved, providing a sense of context which can aid the independent learner in diagnosing and developing their understanding of a topic” (Falchikov, 2001:226). 

The students felt that development of this ‘peer dialogue’ was essential in helping them to begin to work more collaboratively and promoted a sense of shared ownerhip, as students discussed how the SCLG sessions could be used, and chose areas for further discussion and activity. The fact that the website was viewed as ‘their space’ rather than a ‘college space’ was felt to be valuable and appeared to encourage confidence, responsibility and a sense of independent learning.

Whilst we believed that a technology-supported collaborative learning environment would supplement the face to face collaborative learning experience, the level of SCLG engagement with the website was unexpected. We believed that part of the reason for the level of positive engagement was due to the students’ sense of achievement in ‘creating’ a collaborative learning resource themselves. 

Nils Tomes has argued that students must be, “considered as a creator of learning materials, as well as being a consumer” sees the role of virtual learning environments (and the activities which take place within them) as creating “new opportunities within the learning cycle by capturing the collaboration and communication between groups of learners and teachers in a form which allows the collaboration to become an educational resource for other students” (Tomes, 2001:222). Bray et al recognise that “in collaborative inquiry, learning from experience takes place both inside and outside the group throughout the duration of the inquiry group’s existence, not just at the conclusion” (Bray, Lee, Smith & Yorks, 2000:89). It was our belief that the website effectively supported collaborative learning activities outside the physical SCLG meetings, whilst continuing to develop the collaborative learning experience, by providing an opportunity to “share their experiences and provide diverse interpretations of what they hear from others” and providing “powerful validity checks on the interpretations gleaned from these experiences”(Bray, Lee, Smith & Yorks, 2000:89).

The SCLG website was also useful as it allowed us to become ‘invisible observers’, seeing the development of the SCLG unfold without our influence as ‘frames of reference’. Throughout the pilot our roles had shifted from tutor, to facilitator to observer.  Observing the group function remotely, it became apparent that the students’ appeared more confident ‘on-line’. Tomes has also observed that “technology can allow people to present themselves through a new identity, with technology putting a distance between the individual and their apparent persona” and that “this can allow learners to explore a range of ‘what if’ situations, without jeopardizing their self-esteem” (Tomes, 2001:226).  

After two weeks using the website, the students had begun to take ownership of the site to discuss the content and delivery of their course without our prompting or direction. When we did contribute to the website after this period, the student comments became very formal in style and activity lessened on the site for a few days afterwards. The SCLG had already created a community with shared experiences and memories and the website gave the community a much “broader range of opportunities for constructing learning dialogues” which advanced their shared knowledge and understanding and reinforced their “group identity” (Tomes, 2001:232).  
The confidence and candour evident in students’ online discussions prepared them for the final evaluation of the pilot. Without exception, all participants described significant individual and collective benefits from participating in the SCLG and a feeling of ‘empowerment’. All were determined to continue to sustain the SCLG themselves, beyond the pilot stage.

10. Summary of Main Outcomes

The Tutor Perspective

It was our belief and expectation that collaborative learning opportunities would be beneficial in clarifying some of the confusions about tutors’ expectations and a lack of confidence we had previously observed in Fine Art students (particularly in their 1st year of study). It was our hope that students would feel that their learning experience was enhanced and would want to continue to develop the SCLG further themselves. The following outcomes were achieved:

Tutor/ Facilitator Role

The pilot informed not only our understanding of learning, but also of teaching within a collaborative learning setting.  Adopting the role of facilitator was challenging at times as there was sometimes a fine line between providing sufficient support to the group whilst also stepping back and allowing the SCLG to make mistakes and find their own decision-making processes with the group. The facilitator role encouraged positive active reflection of approaches to teaching and teaching skills; sometimes placing the ‘tutor’ in a situation where both ‘role ambiguity’ and ‘role conflict’ (Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn & Snoek, 1981:93) were experienced. Falchikov (2001:94) suggests that people need to understand their ‘role’ within in any situation and how their behaviour within that role will be understood: whether behaviours will be ‘rewarded’ or ‘punished’. This was equally important for the SCLG members as the activities were different to their other taught sessions. 

Falchikov also observes that “individuals are more likely to suffer role conflict in cases where the role is not defined”, and need adequate information and time to be able to “assess what is likely to be personally satisfying in relation to existing values, needs and aspirations” (Falchikov, 2001:94). Whilst our role as facilitators was discussed at the start of the pilot with the SCLG, facilitation required a different approach than other existing teaching methods; therefore raising a critical evaluation of the role of the tutor, particularly within the 1st year curriculum. Our belief was that individual self-directed learning, supported by collaborative practice, is an essential component of lifelong learning. The pilot highlighted that it is not just knowing how to learn that is important but also the tutor’s role in helping students “putting it into practice” (Griffin & Brownhill, 2001:63). Hawkins outlines potential problems within collaborative learning for tutors, particularly the balance between tutor as instructor and the safe figure of facilitator/friend, arguing that, “this subtle, sometimes precarious juggling of a dual role is a pedagogical stance unique to tutors within collaborative learning groups” (Hawkins, 1980:65).

Expectations of Individual learning

The SCLG did appear to answer some of the problems previously identified in undergraduate students learning: confusion about what is expected of students; how to apply theory to practice; how to critically think and develop individual conceptual concerns through practice. As the sessions progressed, students noticeably became more confident and critical in their reflections of their own, and each others progress, and in recognizing and addressing their strengths and weaknesses. 

We felt that the sessions had ‘taught’ students what was expected of them as self-motivated and self-directed independent learners and that the learning community created by the collaborative sessions accelerated and supported students’ understanding of these expectations. The 1st year Fine Art curriculum is already structured around the belief that it is already creating independent learners, with students being required to work independently for a significant proportion of their learning.  Barnett, Parry and Coate have argued that “in practice, this belief is reflected in students still being asked as individuals to produce in isolation written essays” (Barnett, Parry & Coate, 2004:151). Thus, the curriculum and teaching and learning emphasis tends to implicitly accept the view of learning as an isolationist activity. This is further reinforced in Fine Art, where students produce work in individual studio spaces and review their progress principally through individual tutorials. Within this environment, there is often an expectation that students should understand what is expected of them by immersing themselves with the HE Fine Art individual studio culture. Whilst individual practice is one option for professional artists, there are also a range of collaborative opportunities available to artists and few artists practice in isolation. The dominance of the individual studio practice learning model in Fine Art may not be fully preparing learners for the range of different approaches to practice available to them after HE, but also tends not to adopt a structured approach to teaching learning outcomes, assessment criteria and individual learning styles, which many students may find beneficial.

Teaching Independent Learning 

A key question for tutors is how to develop an approach to teaching Independent Learning that is both ‘fit for purpose’ in relation to the Fine Art curriculum, and responsive to student needs? Students’ confidence and independence noticeably developed through the SCLG sessions by sharing information, ideas and feelings within a ‘safe’ group setting and ‘practicing’ their understanding of learning and assessment through structured, collaborative activities. These activities were powerful in reinforcing students’ understanding of what was being discussed: e.g. through the Peer Assessment session, students’ gained a deep understanding of the complexities and subtleties of applying assessment criteria and became more confident in applying their own judgments.

As facilitators, we were concerned primarily that the students’ had a safe space in which to raise concerns questions and individual views about their learning experience. Structuring activities which supported and encouraged this openness was important as it focused mainly on the students’ learning processes rather than on the production of specific artifacts. This provided a learning opportunity for the students which was not available in the main curriculum; where teaching time is limited and often focuses on the work students are, or need to, produce. 

Knowles suggests the importance of taking control of one’s learning is key to “the survival of the human race” and is a “prerequisite for living” (Knowles, 1975:17). If Knowles is right, then perhaps the most important role of educators is to teach students how to become responsible, independent learners. This would require a different approach to that of the view of the tutor as “a legitimator of knowledge” (Owen, 1983:94), delivering a fixed curriculum; towards a view of the tutor as facilitator of learning, managing a variety of student-centred learning strategies. The key goal and motive of the tutor would be to ensure that all learners had achieved a level of control and independence in their learning, which would shift the emphasis from student production (of artifacts, essays, etc) to the student experience and the development of individuals through the quality of their understanding and critical refection upon their own learning. Such an approach would view learning as a “strategically used process – integrated with, and running parallel to work” and resulting in “changes in knowledge, beliefs and behaviours” (Watkins and Marsick, 1993:9).

The Key Role of Assessment

Assessment and how it is structured, explained (and most importantly) how it can help students learn has become particularly clear through the SCLG.  In response to our previous awareness that many students found assessment problematic, the collaborative approach to peer assessment aimed to create a safe and structured space in which both tutors and students could share their understandings of intended module learning outcomes. Exposing students to assessment methods from a tutor’s perspective not only demystified the assessment process and grading criteria, but also enabled students to understanding how the spread of grades could provide a benchmark for their own progress in relation to their peer group. Falchikov (2001:208) argues that “we compare ourselves with other people to enable us to refine our impressions of ourselves” and that the “concept of feedback is closely related to that of social comparisons”. 

The SCLG and collaborative peer assessment strategies (in a safe, non-threatening environment) can aid individual self-evaluation, thus enhancing learning. Members of the SCLG approached the assessment process with sensitivity and provided constructive feedback on the grades allocated. In helping each other to deconstruct evidence of critical thinking and conceptual practice in the work of their peers, and in direct relation to the module learning outcomes, resulted in constructive feedback enabling individual students “to reflect and bring about improvements” (Falchikov, 2001:208).

The SCLG pilot showed that a positive and constructive student learning experience was developed by clarifying course content (including clear and transparent learning outcomes and assessment criteria), and creating a safe and supportive collaborative community of learners. Within this learning environment, students’ appeared more confident and able to identify and articulate their own learning goals and to critically reflect upon their own learning journey. The tutor’s role as facilitator enabled this to take place by creating the conditions required for successful collaborative learning activities to occur: helping the students to manage their own learning, rather than delivering the curriculum.

The Student Perspective
Whilst the students participating in the SCLG had had some direct experience of the benefit of a peer-learning group, they approached the SCLG experience with an open mind and without preconceived notions of what they would and wouldn’t get out of the SCLG learning experience. It had been made clear to the students that the pilot was part of a research project and that their contributions were voluntary.
The SCLG participants were all adult learners and wanted to take part in the pilot, so there was already a level of motivation and interest in their own learning that was apparent. The students were all vocal participants in the SCLG from the first session and sound the facilitated discussions and debates very valuable and beneficial in both sharing their views and experiences with their peers, and seeking feedback from the facilitating tutors. It was our impression that the group members were self-motivated and appeared to want to become independent learners but were experiencing difficulties in achieving a sense of independence and ownership of their learning, due to some confusion about the college’s expectations and a resulting lack of confidence.

Adult learners need to feel that they have some responsibility over their own learning as Moore recognises:

“adult learners must be treated by educators as autonomous learners who exercise their autonomy at all stages of the programme.  After helping a learner identify his objectives, the educator aids him to discover the appropriate resources, define relevant goals, and specify evaluative criteria…At each stage, the educator helps the learner to be as active in the educational transaction as he is able. “ 

(Moore, 1980:26) 

Moore’s model of adult learning assumes that students enter the learning environment already as fully ‘autonomous learners’. This theory does not address the question of how learners ‘learn’ independence and autonomy, particularly as many learners previous learning experiences may have been some time ago and involved a more didactic approach to teaching and learning. Adult learners do often enter education with a wealth of transferable skills and knowledge brought from prior life and work experiences. Whilst this may give them confidence, it does not necessarily imply that they are already independent and autonomous learners. In fact, many members of the SCLG felt insecure about their position as learners within the college and sought reassurance from tutors by requesting continuous feedback.

The SCLG helped students to become independent learners by clarifying the students’ and colleges’ expectations of HE Fine Art study within a safe and supportive environment. This ‘empowered’ the students to become more independent by seeking feedback within the peer group and negotiating and agreeing areas of their learning that they wanted to address through collaborative activities. The peer assessment activity was felt to be particularly beneficial in clarifying for the students what the tutors’ expectations were by demystifying the assessment process.

In the final ‘timetabled’ SCLG session, the group discussed how they wanted to develop the SCLG. This included agreeing a set of ‘core values’ to ensure a safe and positive learning environment and negotiating an agreed set of topics of priority to be explored in further SCLG sessions. One of the key areas for further activity was peer assessment and the group agreed that they would like to undertake a student-led peer assessment prior to their next module assessment date in order to help each other prepare for the submission of their works for individual assessment by the module tutors.

In a group discussion evaluating the success of the SCLG, all participants reflected positively on their experiences of the pilot. The following comments highlight the ways in which the SCLG enhanced the students’ learning experiences and engendered a sense of empowerment:

“I think its made me understand what my role is within the college better” 

“It has helped me to define what I am about here.”

“Its given a coherence and a clarity to the purpose of what I’m doing”

“I feel I have now got…a yardstick, a benchmark with which to progress myself”

“Its helped me to understand the colleges expectations and through that I’ve then begun to get a sense of my own direction.”

“Its made a huge difference to my whole view”

“If we hadn’t had this, we’d have had absolutely zilch”

“It’s the ownership…not just the tools and the structure to give us direction, but ownership….I find I’m not seeking approval in the quite same way….I’m saying I want to do this….”

“Its like going from tickboxes, to feeling ‘I am responsible for my learning and I can listen to myself and what I’m doing… whilst taking on board what other people do’. I think this group has helped…its like ‘yes, its down to me’. Its just a change, but its happened.”

“I know we’ve got to work for ourselves, but somehow this has given us the tools to do that.”

“Don’t you think it [the group] has made us more discriminating?”

“Its about language… its about understanding the language.”

“These sessions and how they’re structured….actually doing something…I think that something we’re not doing anywhere else.”

11. Key Benefits and Challenges in Establishing a SCLG

The pilot has shown that a student centred collaborative learning group can benefit 1st year Fine Art HE students, by clarifying expectations, sharing learning experiences and building a supportive community of peers.  The SCLG agreed to continue to develop a programme of topics and activities to sustain the SCLG beyond the end of the pilot. The SCLG now meets twice monthly and has set up its own email/website (Yahoo) and is engaging in activities which support each other in evidencing learning. Discussions continue to address and explore the alignment of learning outcomes with personal research goals within their learning proposals. The SCLG pilot provided one model of collaborative learning which the group could use and adapt to create their own, self-sustaining collaborative learning model.  
Interdisciplinary and collaborative methodologies are different from the individual models of learning largely dominant with British art education. Fine Art has traditionally valued individual creativity and originality, as Mark Dunhill and Tamiko review of the course philosophies of many Fine Art undergraduate courses in the UK identified:

“there is still a strong emphasis placed on enabling students to develop their own individuality and personal approach…[which] supports the belief…that studying Fine Art is mostly about self-expression and finding one’s own unique inner voice”

(in Davies, 2004:507).

While we would agree that any learning in HE is concerned to a large degree with allowing individuals to space to find and express themselves confidently and articulately, we do feel there is scope for a critical review and evaluation of the teaching methods used to enable students to become confident and articulate independent learners. The SCLG members were motivated and wanted to take ownership of their own learning, but lacked the tools to know how to do that:

“I know we’ve got to work for ourselves, but somehow this has given us the tools to do that.”

Taught study skills remain a very small component of the 1st year Fine Art curriculum (if addressed at all). Collaborative and collective forms of study challenge traditional models of learning and assessment within Fine Art. However, the value of the SCLG in enhancing and accelerating participants understanding of course requirements and identifying individual learning goals was evident. Whilst it is not yet possible to evaluate the effectiveness of the SCLG in improving student achievement at this point in time, its success in engaging learners and increasing their confidence and understanding of learning was clearly evident.
Our experience of the SCLG reinforced our belief that independent learning skills and confidence can be taught, and has made us think critically about the main aims of the 1st year curriculum and methods for its delivery. Brockbank and McGill have stated that “students cannot begin to accept responsibility for their own learning and development unless the tutor relinquishes some of what is traditionally her responsibility” (Brockbank and McGill, 2003:161). By teaching students how to take ownership of their learning and facilitating their journey through this process, rather than leaving them to their own devices and expecting them to be independent, the tutor can inform and support the acquisition of independent learning skills. Establishing a group learning culture within the student body is also effective in creating a strong support structure and developing responsibility and ownership within the student community.  Bray et al argue that this type of culture is “critical, because collaborative inquiry rests on the principle that experiences of individual members become the content for group action and reflection – individual learning both informs and is informed by group learning” (Bray, Lee, Smith & Yorks, 2000:71). 
The SCLG piloted an approach to creating a collaborative learning community. There is further scope to explore new ways of facilitating learners’ effective adjustment to HE expectations and experiences of teaching and learning, and the academic discourse and culture of university. The relationship between successful adjustment and successful learner engagement and empowerment is widely recognised. However, there is a need to look more closely at how the 1st year curriculum is enabling successful adjustment to evaluate if it is meeting the needs of its learners. This may require a radical re-conception of the role of the curriculum and of tutors in the 1st year. 
Bibliography
Barnett, R., Parry, G. & Coate, K.  (2004) ‘Conceptualising curriculum change’, The Routledge Falmer Reader in Higher Education, London: RoutledgeFalmer, Ed, Tight, M. pp 140-154

Biggs, J. B. (2003) Teaching for Quality Learning at University: Second Edition, Buckingham: SRHE and Open University Press

Boud, D., Keogh, R. and Walker, D. (eds.) (1985) Reflection. Turning experience into learning, London: Kogan Page.

Bray, J., Lee, J., Smith, L. & Yorks, L. (2000) Collaborative Inquiry In Practice, Action Reflection and Making Meaning, London:Sage

Brockbank, A. and McGill I. (1998) Facilitating reflective learning in higher education, Buckingham: SRHE and Open University Press

Brown, S. & Glasner, A. (1999) Assessment Matter in Higher Education, Choosing and Using Diverse Approaches, Buckingham: SRHE & Open University Press

Brookfield, S. D. (1986) Understanding and Facilitating Adult Learning. A comprehensive analysis of principles and effective practices, Milton Keynes: Open University Press. 

Brown, G., Bull, J., & Pendlebury, M. 1997, Assessing Student Learning in Higher Education, London:Routledge
Brown, S. & Glasner, A. (1999) Assessment Matters in Higher Education, Choosing and Using Diverse Approaches, Buckingham: SRHE & Open University Press

Brown, S. & Knight, P. (1994) Assessing Learners in Higher Education, London:Kogan Page

Dewey, J. (1933) How We Think. A restatement of the relation of reflective thinking to the educative process (rev edn.) Vol. 8, The Later Works 1925-1953 (ed.) J. A. Boydston (1987), Carbondale, Illinois: Southern Illinois University Press.

Dewey, J. (1997) Experience and Education, New York: Touchstone

Elliott, J. (2001) Action Research for Educational Change, Milton Keynes: Open University Press 

Falchikov, N. (2001) Learning Together: Peer tutoring in higher education, Abingdon: RoutledgeFalmer

Griffin, C., & Brownhill, B. (2001) ‘The Learning Society’, The Age of Learning: Education and the Knowledge Society, London: Kogan Page, Ed, Jarvis, P. pp 60-73

Hawkins, T. (1980) Intimacy and Audience: The Relationship between Revision and The Social Dimension of Peer Tutoring, College English, Vol. 42, No. 1 pp. 64-68

Harvey, L., Drew, S. & Smith M. (2006) The First Year Experience: a review for The Higher Education Academy, London: Higher Education Academy
Hopson, B. (1981) Psychology for Education, London: McGraw Hill.

Humphries, B. (1988) 'Adult learning in social work education: towards liberation or domestication', Critical Social Policy No. 23: 4-21.    

Jarvis, P. (1987a) Adult Learning in the Social Context, Beckenham: Croom Helm.

Jarvis, P. (1987b) 'Malcolm S. Knowles', Twentieth Century Thinkers in Adult Education, P. Jarvis (ed.), Beckenham: Croom Helm.
Jarvis, P., Holford, P. & Griffin, C., (2003) The theory and practice of learning, Second Edition, Abingdon:RoutledgeFalmer

Kidd, J. R. (1978) How Adults Learn third edition, Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentrice Hall Regents.

Knowles, M. S. (1970) The Modern Practice of Adult Education. Andragogy versus pedagogy, New York: Association Press. 

Knowles, M. S. (1973) The Adult Learner. A neglected species, Houston: Gulf Publishing. 

Knowles, M. (1975) Self-Directed Learning: A Guide for Learners and Teachers, New York: Association Press
Knowles, M. S. (1980) The Modern Practice of Adult Education. From pedagogy to andragogy, Chicago: Association Press.

Kahn, R. L., Wolfe, D. M., Quinn, R. P. & Snoek, J. D., (1981) Organisational stress: studies in role conflict and ambiguity, Florida: Robert E. Krieger Publishing Company

McMillan, J. H., & Forsyth, D. R. (1991) ‘What theories of motivation say about why learners learn’, College teaching: from theory to practice. New Directions for teaching and Learning, New York: Jossey Bass Inc. No 5, Spring 1991

McNiff, J., Lomax P. & Whitehead, J. (1998) You and Your Action Research Project, London: Routledge

Moore, M. (1980) ‘Independent Study’, Redefining the Discipline of Adult Education, San Francisco: Josey Bass, Eds, Boyd, R. D., Apps, J. W. et al

Moore, M. (1993) ‘Three types of interaction’, Distance Education: New Perspectives, London: Routledge, Eds, Harry, K., John, M., & Keegan, D.

Owen, G. (1983) ‘The tutor’s role’, The management of peer group learning, Guildford: Society for Research into Higher Education, Ed, Collier, G. pp 89-96

Ramsden, P. (2003) Learning To Teach in Higher Education, London: Routledge

Rhodes, G., & Tallantyre, F. (1999) ‘Assessment of Key Skills’, Assessment Matter in Higher Education, Choosing and Using Diverse Approaches, Buckingham: SRHE & Open University Press, Eds Brown, S., & Glasner, A. pp 106-121

Rowan, J. (1981) ‘A dialectical paradigm for research’, Human Inquiry: A sourcebook of new paradigm research, New York: John Wiley Eds Reason, R., & Rowan, J.,  pp 93-112

Tennant, M. and Pogson, P. (1995) Learning and Change in the Adult Years, San Fransisco: Jossey-Bass
Thomas, L. (2005), Widening Participation – Which way forward for English Higher Education?

Tight, M. (2004) The Routledge Falmer Reader in Higher Education, London: RoutledgeFalmer

Tomes, N. (2001) ‘Technology-supported collaborative learning environments’, Learning Together: Peer tutoring in higher education, Abingdon: Routledge Falmer, Ed, Falchikov, N. pp 220-233

Watkins, K. & Marsick, V. (1993) Sculpting the Learning Organization, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass
Websites

Mc Niff, J. 2001, Introduction:Time to Listen: An Evaluation, www.jeanmcniff.com/TOL.html
McNiff, J., McGeady, L. & Elliot, M. R. 2001, Time to Listen: An Evaluation, www.jeanmcniff.com/TOL.html
Wegner, E. 2001, Supporting communities of practice: a survey of community

oriented technologies, www.ewenger.com/tech 2001

� This pilot has been supported by the NALN: a national network of specialist Art and Design Colleges and Universities, established in September 2005, with support from HEFCE. NALN aims to widen participation in Art, Design and the Performing Arts, by “increasing the number of learners progressing from vocational programmes, or the workplace, into Higher Education, and to equip them for lifelong employment in the creative industries” (NALN 2005). 


� Tinto’s SIM model was informed by based his model on Durkheim’s theory of suicide, which posited that likelihood that an individual will commit suicide can be predicted by the level of their integration within society.





� The Fine Art curriculum has traditionally valued individual models of creativity and originality through individual studio practices, as evidenced by Mark Dunhill and Tamiko O’Brien’s comparative review of collaboration within Fine Art curriculum. Reviewing the course philosophies of many Fine Art undergraduate courses in the UK, they identified that “there is still a strong emphasis placed on enabling students to develop their own individuality and personal approach…[which] supports the belief…that studying Fine Art is mostly about self-expression and finding one’s own unique inner voice” (in Davies, 2004:507).


� E.g. Tuckman's Forming Storming Norming Performing model; Hersey's and Blanchard's Situational Leadership® model; Tannenbaum and Schmidt's Continuum; Bray et all’s Collaborative Inquiry model, etc.


� As mature, adult learners with previous careers and life-experiences, they were already aware of the some of the potential negative aspects of unproductive group working.






