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In Your Own Words is a collection of thematic articles that 
give an insight into the experience of teaching at the Royal 
College of Art. 

It is designed to provoke thought and discussion on the 
nature of art and design education within a specialist 
postgraduate institution.
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The Purpose of Feedback

Feedback has many purposes but it has to relate to the needs of the 

student. I explain to my students as clearly as I am able what I expect from 

them in terms of presentation at tutorials, reviews, or critiques, and establish 

that any discussion is two-way and therefore involves input from them 

(you’d be hard pressed to arrange it any other way with a Fashion Menswear 

student!). Therefore, part of my expectation is that the student will give 

feedback to me. This helps me to understand that the student has understood 

the discussion about their work and, based on this, knows how to move ahead. 

Encouraging Independence

There are also times when I choose not to know. To encourage independence 

and, most importantly, the self-confidence that underlies personal and 

professional success, students need to learn to make decisions for themselves. 

For example, a piece of work may need moving on in response to previous 

feedback before I am prepared to provide further comment. This, apart from 

dull meetings and admin, is probably the hardest issue I have to deal with in 

teaching. It is almost a holding back, never of support or encouragement, but 

of the decision or answer, even when the student demands it. 

I’m confident that my students’ highly developed individuality stems 

from their teaching not being cosmetic, meaning that they must do their own 

thinking and decision-making. Taking responsibility for our students’ work 

is ultimately the easier teaching option because it makes it easier to manage 

risk, including failure. Yet it is only by embracing uncertainty that liberation 

from conformity is achieved. Anything else is fodder. Experience has given me 

unshakeable faith in the ability of my students to undertake this challenge.

How to Give Feedback—Integrity is the Best Policy

Without a doubt, good feedback motivates, encourages, challenges and at 

best gives the student the understanding that they already knew exactly what 

Ike Rust
Senior Tutor, 
Menswear
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they were doing and where they were going. At best we are mere mirrors. 

Part of me believes that, as with publicity, all feedback is good. I know 

that in the fashion industry one works with a team who somehow conjure 

sense out of the ineffable. However because the process of learning,  

especially in art and design is so profoundly personal—requiring students to 

reveal publicly desires, beliefs, skills and inabilities—tact and an ability to 

listen are important. When it goes wrong, feedback confuses, humiliates,  

and de-motivates the student, and can take the responsibility for their work 

away from them. 

I would suggest that truth is the best policy for all feedback, but we know 

that art and design isn’t always interested in absolute truths.  Integrity then is 

the best policy and if you are ever unsure, ask the students e.g. what is your 

plan from here? 

Sometimes students genuinely do not understand your feedback, are very 

unsure, shy, are stuck or simply have things weighing more heavily on their 

minds than teaching and learning. At those times it may be best practice to 

reschedule meetings with students to a time when you can provide more 

effective feedback. Time usually casts a wonderful clarity into the darker 

corners of most things.

A divide can happen between students and staff when communication 

breaks down, and so there needs to be opportunities for both to air views 

and frustrations. I use the Course Forum to discuss both Departmental and 

College-wide issues.  And as each year is unique and the course is never the 

same twice I can learn how and where students are connecting to the course, 

the dynamic of the group, their mood and, importantly, what works and what 

needs to change.

Written—and Other—Feedback

The plain truth is that I deplore writing (I deplore writing this) and the 

focus it requires blocks out all else. It can be difficult in a one-to-one tutorial 

Experience has given me 
unshakeable faith in the ability 
of my students to undertake this 
challenge.
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to both take notes and truly focus on a student’s work. Tutorials that involve 

more than one tutor are often easier because one of you can listen and make 

notes. (With regards to coordinating feedback with colleagues, in the Fashion 

and Textiles school we work in a chicken coop, and so feedback is fluid, if 

sometimes hysterical). 

In Fashion and Textiles we have two formal tutorials a term, in which 

we minute the key issues and feedback. These ‘Work Reviews’ also require 

that students prepare a Self Analysis form that outlines their current work 

and thoughts on future direction. These are excellent for tempering the 

direction of the Review and to respond to the students needs. And the rule 

is – no self-analysis, no feedback form. I believe that students develop greater 

independence as they move through the course knowing that the Work 

Review format provides them with the opportunity to express their direction 

and ideas and to receive direction in return.

Quite often as tutors we work with our hands, and feedback is drawing, 

draping, cutting and design with the student. In these cases we show and 

consider line, proportion, silhouette, angle, colour or how to iron a particular 

fabric. This essential learning is done at the desk or the mannequin or at the 

machine—and it is often beyond our comprehension to define in writing the 

weight of a drawn line, the drape of cloth or the sheer excitement at seeing 

a fantastic idea coming to life. Then, it is the creation, demonstration and a 

shared understanding or appreciation that is needed. 

Final Thoughts

Finally, you’ll know whether feedback has had the desired effect if students 

seek you out, want to work with you, want to share what they’re doing, will 

want you to know they’re doing well. And you’ll see them make the progress 

toward fulfilling their potential. It’s a strange dynamic; wonderful, exhausting 

and fulfilling, even when after two brief years they graduate leaving one to 

start again. 

Ike Rust is Senior Menswear Tutor at the RCA, CETLD Research Fellow, 

Visiting Professor at Designskool Kolding, Denmark, and Academic 

Consultant at TEKO, Denmark.
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Marcus Lanyon
President, Students’ Union 
2007-2009

Students of the arts could well be the hungriest of them all when it comes 

to demanding feedback. An arts education is based on a continuous loop of 

creation, discussion, evolution and reassessment. It is also part of the wider 

culture of arts criticism that students will enter upon graduation. Therefore 

it is an absolutely vital part of anyone’s experience of studying in the arts, for 

good or ill. However, no matter how thoughtful, accessible or supportive the 

feedback given to a student, the chances are that it will not be enough. This 

is not said to release tutors from their responsibilities, but to remind them of 

their significance. It is in their favour that their students are listening.

Hidden Corners

The purpose of feedback is to help the student move forward. It should 

shine a light on the hidden corners a student doesn’t see or doesn’t want to 

see. Nobody likes to be told bad news, certainly not artists or designers, but 

most will appreciate constructive criticism as long as it moves them forward 

as a result. There is no point in just telling a student what they haven’t done 

without offering some light at the end of the tunnel. Equally importantly 

the student needs to have faith in your professional judgement. Belief in the 

integrity and authority of a tutor can be as valuable as the advice itself.

Bad feedback is lazy and forgetful. Like an irritating pet it tends to hang 

around and distract your attention. It states absolutes, prizes personal taste 

and experience over objectivity and can flow from a well of overwork, 

distraction and even jealousy. A student that receives bad feedback can dwell 

on it for hours and days in a destructive fashion. Good feedback can be no 

less painful but it is justified. It explains itself thoughtfully and constructively. 

Nothing is achieved by telling a student that their work is awful unless you 

explain why. 

Different modes of delivery impart different results.  Students value 

face-to-face feedback for its immediacy and interactivity. If something is 

not understood or contested it can be discussed and refined there and then. 
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Written feedback should make sense in hindsight, so that it provides both a 

record of progress and a marker for future reflection. In this sense it is more 

precise, offering a clarity of expression that can be lost in the jumble of verbal 

intonation and body language.

Feedback on Feedback

It is not just the students who should be listening. It will work wonders 

for your working relationship with your students if you let them know you 

have absorbed their feedback and can actively demonstrate change as a result. 

Students’ needs and desires change as often as the wind, so you’ll need to 

keep on pointing out what impact they have said has had—don’t expect them 

to just know.

It is one of the Presidents’ responsibilities to collate and respond to large 

amounts of feedback, often with a wider lens than individual disciplines 

or Departments, to provide an authoritative snapshot of the RCA student 

experience.  Thankfully our students feel enabled to speak freely and openly 

and they feedback to us as we should to them: in detail, and often with 

passion. When a student raises concerns over the quality or quantity of 

the feedback they receive the first thing I do is to ask to see the material in 

question, if there is any.  Surprisingly, one person’s feast is another’s famine. 

Sometimes the student requires a little perspective themselves and a gentle 

reminder of the ‘embarrassment of riches’ on offer to them here at the RCA.  

Sometimes the feedback provided to them by their Department and tutors 

is genuinely lacking, for a number of reasons.  In either case, problems 

are resolvable as long as attitudes are flexible and open to change. There 

is certainly no permanent ‘correctness’ of procedure or execution. When 

discussing problems with professionals, it is always unhelpful if they become 

entrenched, defensive and feel under personal attack. After all, we are just 

feeding back to them about their feedback. 

Judging the results of feedback is not an exact science. Individually, it can 

manifest years later or overnight. Institutionally, it can take time for wheels 

to turn, and often nowhere near fast enough. On the whole however we pride 

ourselves that our students receive seminal and unique feedback that allows 

them to flourish and bloom in their chosen profession. Certainly there are 

many students who do go on to succeed and become leaders in their field. We 

must be doing something right.  Do you disagree?  Well, let’s discuss that…

Marcus Lanyon was the President of the RCA Students’ Union from 2007-

09; on graduating he was selected as one of the Saatchi Gallery’s 4 New 

Sensations.  He is an artist, writer and musician.  His practice revolves 

around themes of mortality, preservation, innocence and violence, to create 

narratives that are contemporary and ancient; familiar yet subversive.
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Good feedback can be painful, 
but it is justified.
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