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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 
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Introduction

Ironically, the first time I began properly to engage with the issue of critical 

assessment was when I left art college and began my life as an artist in shared 

studios in London. From time to time a small group of us, drawn together 

by shared ideas and ambitions, would meet and talk about our work. The 

discussion was all questions. What are we trying to do? What is it important 

to look at? What is sculpture? How can we use material differently? What are 

the forms we haven’t seen before? Which is a good work? It never stopped. 

These attempts at validating ourselves in relation to each other and wider 

culture were vital. Shared studio visits, criticism, arguments, were fundamental 

to our desire to break through perceived orthodoxies and our own limiting 

tastes. Assessment then was about asking these difficult questions and finding 

out what we were trying to do and how we could do it better.

My basic approach to teaching has always been to base curriculum 

choices on the realities of practice. I have never approached the subject of 

sculpture or other fine art activity from any point of view other than doing 

it, living it, ‘out there’, for real. Therefore structures for assessment within 

our postgraduate teaching should do the same. They should not be seen as an 

institutional exercise in grading students, but as an authentic evaluation of 

the students’ level of engagement with their practice as a serious artist. The 

criteria used must bear relationship to those used in real art-world discourse. 

How we assess

Above all things we encourage our students to be self-critical. However, 

successful students are also able to listen to the feedback from their tutors 

and use it to objectively evaluate their intentions and their work.  The most 

formal mode of formative feedback is the tutorial report form. The wording 

in each section of this form focuses on themes that would be included in 

any serious discussion of visual culture: the artist’s ideas and subject matter, 

deployment of processes involved, failure or success related to intentions, 

Lee Grandjean
Senior Tutor, 
Sculpture
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remedies, etc. We thought it important in the writing of these sections that 

they should match the assessment criteria listed in the course handbook. 

In this way the student has a reminder every term of the criteria and an 

indication of how they are performing in relation to them. There are also 

some additional criteria that recognise the importance of engaging with the 

process of making. It is not a subject that is much discussed in the art press, 

but our students need to demonstrate that they are putting in the time in the 

studio and developing and honing their ability to shape the material to hand. 

Production is material thinking, so the more students immerse themselves in 

the reality of processing material the more they are able to give free reign to 

their imagination.

One key skill that we have the duty to help students with is the ability to 

confidently articulate their ideas to others. This is something that they may 

have less opportunity or inclination to develop after their graduation, but will 

a crucial factor in their career. We include a section on the feedback form to 

make comments on this but we are still searching for more effective ways of 

embedding these skills within the course assessment. In the last few years we 

have encouraged students to go through a mock exam ‘viva’, followed up with 

feedback and more rehearsals. In this way we can emphasise the necessity for 

preparation and the use of notes to help in all presentational situations. 

Of course tutors do not assess in isolation. Within our Department there 

is a continual dialogue between tutors that helps us to test our judgements 

against those of our colleagues, and develop a more sophisticated and 

nuanced opinion of the progress of each student. These may be informal and 

unrecorded but constitute an important part of the process of refining and 

improving what we say and how we say it.

And finally…

Most of the assessment that I do is diagnostic, helping to guide the student 

in their studies. There are, however, points in the year where assessment 

Assessment is a continuous 
revolution. It is about gaining the 
ability to step outside one’s own 
work and make judgments about 
it.
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takes on a different form. In the interim and final exams I am asked to 

make a judgment of the student, taking into account all of the discussions 

that have occurred and work that has been created. There are now a set of 

College-wide assessment criteria that are used to prompt this process. At 

the time of the consultation and testing of this new scheme I was sceptical 

about their value because of the over-generalised descriptors and distance 

from the subject to be assessed. However, in time I’ve recognised that there 

is merit to having a detailed and structured record of the discussions that 

took place, both in terms of aiding the discussions and in differentiating 

between the achievements of individual students. On the whole the students 

are well aware that each perform differently—they spend much of their 

time measuring themselves against their peers—so they generally accept the 

concept of a hierarchy of achievement even as they are grumbling about their 

position within it. However, it is important that these assessments of differing 

achievement don’t come as a complete surprise. If the assessment feedback 

that they have received throughout their studies has been fair, thoughtful and 

honest this should be avoided.

Assessment is a continuous revolution. It is about gaining the ability to 

step outside one’s own work and make—often harsh and uncomfortable—

judgements about it that lead to change and development in the practice. It 

is these abilities that usually distinguish the better artists and certainly the 

outstanding students. I think the students become aware, over the two years 

that a culture of assessment is at the heart of an artists’ life.

Lee Grandjean was born in London in 1949. After Art School education 

in Walthamstow London, and Winchester College of Art set up studios in 

Shoreditch and Greenwich London before moving to Moor Farm in Norfolk 

in 1982 where he now lives and works. Exhibiting in mixed and solo 

exhibitions since 1975. Tutor and Senior Tutor in sculpture RCA since 1992. 

Currently working for solo show in new Soho space London and preparing 

for collaborative residence and exhibition in Eindhoven, Holland this 

August.
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William Lindsay
Head of Department
Conservation

In Miss White’s class in primary school, there were two major indicators 

of performance: being offered a sweet from the seemingly bottomless jar in 

the store cupboard and receiving coloured paper stars stuck in your jotter. 

The sweets were for doing good things, though I can’t remember what they 

might have been at six years old. But stars were what really mattered. They 

lasted longer than Quality Street, and each turning of a page allowed you to 

reaffirm your place in the league of achievement, provided of course that you 

were achieving. But only gold mattered; silver was never good enough and 

left the niggling possibility that one of your classmates had gone one better. 

The randomly coloured stars were only good for rubbing the soluble dye onto 

sticky fingers.

That system of stars and sweets is still around, in one form or another, 

although it doesn’t actually have much, if anything, to do with learning. It 

just codifies assessments of performance, like the ascending—or descending 

—system of interim and final MA exam outcomes used across the College. 

When I first came to the College, before the cross-College system existed, 

I thought that the measure of assessment in the context of the RCA’s 

postgraduate experience was a bit of a luxury. No percentages, no wrestling 

with weighted averages, no assigning a few marks here or there to make all 

the difference between a first, second, third or fail, no metrics revealed as 

a Gaussian curve. And because these indicators of summative assessment 

appeared so obviously inappropriate, I took it for granted that the formative 

approach was the natural—and automatic—way to make assessments of 

students work. But using feedback and self-reflection to improve learning 

(and teaching), is not easy or obvious. And it can be even more complex 

at final examination when the quality of pass, or fail, the ‘level descriptor’, 

is described in terms that are all about continuous development: ‘going on 

to professional practice’, ‘will need to engage seriously with the process of 

continuous personal and professional development’, ‘little or no motivation to 

develop’. Even at the finish, it’s all about future development and the student’s 
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continuing engagement.

So, how to judge that a good student is good? And, not just ‘good’ in 

the present but good enough to move on to the next phase of their learning 

experience, whether still in the College or beyond. Is it, like connoisseurship, 

the sort of thing that is just ‘known’ and would be diminished—or exposed—

by rational explanation? Or is it that, since being a student is about learning 

and being a teacher is about teaching, both the student and the teacher can 

identify when ‘good’ is good enough?

In Conservation the first issue with our approach to assessment is that 

we should not presume that it is understood by our students. Perhaps they 

have little experience of assessment as a personal and reflective tool for their 

learning, rather than as a means of comparison with their peers. Perhaps also, 

the place of self-appraisal is not clear. As RCA/V&A Conservation presents 

itself as a unique experience in learning, it might be presumptious to expect 

students to understand what our approach to learning and teaching – and 

assessment - is all about without actually explaining it. So, a few years ago 

we began running introductory sessions on learning in the first weeks of 

the course. These included descriptions of how practice-based learning was 

supposed to work, explanations of the role of self- and peer assessment, and 

the nature of assessment as a developmental process rather than a terminal 

outcome. 

Peer assessment is probably one of the more problematic areas for 

Conservation as each student is involved in a distinct course of specialist 

study in a different professional workplace, acquiring information and skills 

for quite different applications. The students do not actually have a lot of 

contact that might help to generate a culture of confident critique. Where 

we can create such opportunities, we have reinforced their use with more 

specified student roles of moderator and rapporteur, and a clearer explanation 

of the value of peer assessment in learning. 

We have attempted to reinforce and strengthen the place for self-

assessment in our students’ learning. In a subject where there is a lot of 

knowledge to be acquired, the first response to the requirement for self-

assessment can be, “how can I know what I don’t know?”. So our focus 

with self-assessment has been on how learning is achieved, how knowledge 

is applied, and how professional attributes are expressed. These foci are 

highlighted in the format used for progress reports that students complete. 

And, with difficulty at first, our students are also asked to assess their 

competence in their practice and to position themselves in relation to their 

profession. To relative beginners this seems like an impossible task but, as 

they progress through their studies, students also develop opinions of their 

profession. To supervisors and personal tutors, who also make an assessment, 

this gives a view of where students place themselves in their profession and 

how they view particular attributes.

Finally, there are prescribed assignments where assessment is made by 

tutors and supervisors. We use a mixed economy of written essays and 

reports, and oral and visual presentations. These last two have advantages 

for all involved, viz. real-time engagement with the topic, scope for peer 

involvement, instant feedback. They also offer the opportunity for a more 

informal approach to self- assessment.

Even where assessment criteria appear to be clearly stated, diverse 

interpretations can arise. Our specialist supervisors, with whom our students 

are ‘apprenticed’, are fully engaged in professional practice and not generally 

focussed on academic goals, so formative assessment can seem to be imprecise 

and casual. In our students’ final year research project, these work-based 

supervisors may focus more on the usefulness of outcomes while academic 

staff will include factors, such as the understanding of research methodologies 

or bibliographic skill, in their assessment. External markers may also 

receive the assignment as an isolated event and not as part of an holistic, 

continuously measured, student performance, and their assessment can be 

a useful benchmark, although it may also be at odds with the assessments 
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made by staff. In any event, some kind of moderation is required to produce a 

worthwhile message for the student.

It was all so much simpler with sweets and stars…

William Lindsay is Head of the RCA/V&A Conservation Department, 

responsible for the direction of both MA and research students. His expertise 

in conservation developed in practice in natural history collections and 

research on interactions with museum collections. He recently completed the 

Postgraduate Certificate in Learning and Teaching delivered by the Centre 

for Learning and Teaching in Art and Design, in which assessment figured as 

a course topic.
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