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1. General Information 
 

Award Programme Title Duration Mode of Study 

MA (RCA) 
Critical Writing in Art and 
Design 

2 Years Full-time 

 

Awarding Institution Royal College of Art 

Teaching Institution Royal College of Art 

Professional Accreditation N/A 

Qualifications Framework Level M 

Credit Value 240 UK credits 

Date of most recent validation 2010 

Programme Specification Date 2016/17 

 
2. Philosophy of the Programme 
 

We offer students an opportunity to explore new ways of writing about contemporary art 
and design at a time when the media is undergoing considerable change. The programme 
has been built on the idea that writing and criticism are creative practices in their own 
right, with their own techniques, ethics and technologies. Taught by leading critics, editors 
and writers and working alongside artists and designers in the studio-based courses at the 
RCA, students will graduate with the skills and knowledge required to pursue successful 
careers in the arts. 
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3. Educational Aims of the Programme 
 

The MA Critical Writing in Art and Design programme aims to: 
• develop skilled and expert writers in art and design equipped to pursue high level 

careers in the arts; 
• establish productive relationships with partners in different fields of the media and 

the arts; 
• successfully integrate art and design discourses and knowledges within a single 

programme; 
• bring to the teaching of writing practices derived from the best aspects of art and 

design teaching at the RCA (crits, workshops, etc.); 
• build close working relationships with staff and students of other programmes at 

the RCA, so that new interdisciplinary thinking and practice can be developed; 
• generate and promote high levels of critical reflection and interpretation of art and 

design.  



  Programme Specification 
 

3/9 

4. Intended Learning Outcomes of the Programme 
 
Able 
to: 

A. Intellectual Engagement 

A1. Develop new ideas, approaches and methods of communication which constitute 
original ways of writing about art and design. 

A2. Demonstrate an advanced understanding of the historical, theoretical and 
contemporary context in which his or her work can be placed. 

A3. Source, select and interpret primary sources and conduct interviews to develop 
original interpretations and understandings of a subject. 

 
Able 
to: 

B. Technical Skills 

B1. Write and edit a text to a high standard that demonstrates an advanced 
understanding of the limits and potential of the medium. 

B2. Make informed judgments about the best form in which an idea or research might 
be articulated. 

B3. Make informed judgments about the best form in which an idea or research might 
be articulated. 

B4. Display a mastery of the technical skills required in the authorship, publication and 
dissemination of an idea and/or research. 

 
Able 
to: 

C. Professionalism 

C1. Initiate and shape projects with a clear and confident understanding of the context 
of publication and the audience. 

C2. Participate in collaborative projects with a clear understanding of the 
complementary expertise and skills of others, including commissioning editors, 
broadcasters and designers. 

C3. Develop a confident sense of their own professional potential based on self-
reflection and an informed understanding of the ’market’ for his or her work. 
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5. Programme Structure and Curriculum 
 

MA Programme Description 

Students on this Master's programme benefit from working among artists, designers, 
architects and applied artists studying in Britain’s only wholly postgraduate university of 
art and design. The Royal College of Art is a major centre of the arts, with a distinguished 
history as a publisher of books under the Lion and Unicorn imprint and Ark magazine. It is 
a stimulating and intellectually provocative setting; world-leading artists, critics and 
designers exhibit, lecture and teach here. 
 
Drawing on the teaching methods of the art school, this programme makes full use of the 
‘crit’ (group reviews of student work), briefs and writing workshops. Breaking the isolation 
that characterises much writing practice, it forms a lively environment for intellectual 
exchange and collaboration. 
 
Alongside a strong emphasis on criticality, expertise and theory, this programme views 
writing as a practice in its own right. Writing is strongly shaped by the contexts in which it 
is practised and where it appears. The programme offers the opportunity to develop 
writing skills in a variety of contexts including radio and the Internet. 
 
In the first year, we concentrate on core writing and research skills and in developing your 
understanding of the changing contexts in which writing is practiced.  In the second year, 
you will increasingly become your own ‘editor’, shaping your own briefs and working in 
formats which you will determine. In the second year, the proportion of class-time will 
reduce slightly in favour of more independent study when you will be working on major 
projects. 
 
A series of writing workshops – which run throughout the two years – will see students 
conducting interviews, writing texts that explore London’s diverse faces, writing polemics, 
and exploring the ‘borders of fact and fiction’ and many other themes. A rolling seminar 
entitled ‘Critical Reading: Reading Critically’, also common to both years of the course, 
explores concepts and ideas with high currency in contemporary art and design; similarly, 
the Critical & Historical Studies lecture and seminar series, which students undertake in 
the first year, introduces major contemporary issues in different fields of art and design. 
Classes in media platforms and contexts in the first year examine the practice of writing in 
different media fields including radio and television, print- and web-based media. They are 
taught by leading media industry professionals. In the second year of the course, a series 
of masterclasses sees prominent visiting writers and critics set briefs and lead crits of 
student writing. By the course’s conclusion, students will have submitted a major 
independent project which might take the form of, for example, a sustained critical essay 
on an aspect of art or design, based on original research (interviews, archival sources, 
etc.), an anthology of primary documents collated by the student and accompanied by an 
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introductory essay, or a scripted and researched documentary produced for radio. 

 
6. Learning and Teaching Methods  
 

General 

The programme makes use of many of the best teaching practices of art schools. 
Recognising that postgraduate students have considerable expertise and experience to 
draw on, we will not spend too much time in lectures. Instead, the programme is based on: 

• workshops – a class based around a writing task (a ‘brief’) usually organized over 
three or four weeks; 

• seminars – tutor-led classes where students are asked to reflect on readings, films 
and other material that they have read or studied in advance; 

• crits – group discussion by staff and students of student work; 
• tutorials – one-to-one meetings with tutors to discuss your work. 

 
Classes in the first year will be organised on 21/2 days per week. Second year students will 
have slightly fewer classes to have sufficient time to work on individual and group projects 
as part of the curriculum. These dates will be announced in advance and, when possible, 
will be consistent throughout the year. Attendance at classes is mandatory. You will also 
need to set aside sufficient time to undertake the independent study required to complete 
each assessed piece of work. Students also have the opportunity to attend Critical & 
Historical Studies lectures in the autumn and spring terms of the first year. Where 
possible, we will avoid scheduling classes against these events. At the beginning of each 
term, you will be given a programme, outlining all classes and other commitments. 
 
The programme is based on the conviction that writing and critical skills, as well as an 
advanced understanding of different fields of contemporary art and design, can be taught 
to and learned by students registered on a common programme of study. This is not 
simply a matter of the contiguity of art and design. Being asked to reflect on writing 
outside the ‘comfort zone’ of one’s own interests and expertise can only be beneficial. 
Moreover, the programme will teach a set of skills and approaches, whilst you will make 
self-conscious decisions about what you choose to write on and the specialist expertise 
that you develop. This means that you will follow a common structure of classes (with 
some opportunities to select from the College-wide classes offered by Critical & Historical 
Studies and, occasionally, a choice of workshops). You will develop your specialist 
interests and expertise in the selection of themes and issues you chose to address in the 
writing undertaken for assessment. 
 
Teaching will usually take place in our dedicated course rooms in the Stevens Building. 
Occasionally we will have crits in the RCA galleries and studios. We will also make good use 
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of the extensive opportunities presented by being based in London by visiting exhibitions, 
studios and other related sites. 

Cross-College Seminars and Other Events 

Many programmes run one-off lectures, research seminars and short lecture-series by 
guest speakers, as well as film screenings. These are often open to students across the 
College. We will try to inform you about these events but you should also keep an eye on 
the posters which are pasted around the College as well as email notices. 

 
7. Assessment 
 

General 

Regulations for assessment and progression can be found in the College Regulations. 

Interim Examination 

By Easter of the first year you will have completed one major essay (‘Archaeologies of 
Criticism’) and more than six shorter pieces of writing (the result of the Writing 
Workshops). You will have attended all classes. The teaching staff will have completed two 
MA Progress Reports and a detail report on the major essay. These materials form the 
basis of the Interim Examination. 
 
The Interim Examination is a formal examination of each student’s work that evaluates 
progress part way through his or her studies. Each student will be asked to present and 
discuss work completed-to-date. Following completion of this examination, the Head of 
Programme drafts a brief report on the development of each students’ work, attendance 
record, and application to their subject including any other relevant observations. This 
report goes to the Academic Board for Concessions & Discipline, with the 
recommendation that a student does or does not progress. If a student’s Personal Tutor is 
not present at the Interim Examination, their report contributes to the overall assessment. 
 
If at Interim Examination a student’s work is considered to be a borderline fail, a 
programme of work may be set for further examination to enable progression. For more 
information, please see the RCA Regulations.   

Final Examination 

By the time of the Final Examination in June of the second year, you will have completed 
the ‘major project’, one major essay (History of Criticism) and circa 15 shorter pieces of 
writing (the output of the Writing Workshops). You will have attended all classes / 
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seminars. Teaching staff will have completed four MA Progress Reports which will 
comment on your achievements in a number of aspects and three detailed assessment 
reports (one on the ‘Archaeologies of Criticism’ essay and two on the major project). 
 
The Final Examination is the culmination of a MA degree. You will present your ‘major 
project’ as well as a selection of 4-6 shorter texts for assessment. This will constitute a 
‘portfolio’ of work (and may include work from the first year and second year). These texts 
will be the product of the Writing Workshops. In exceptional circumstances, students will 
be entitled to submit other pieces of writing (such as catalogue essays produced in 
relation to the final shows by RCA students). Such arrangements must be negotiated with 
the staff team. The ‘portfolio’ should demonstrate a range of research, writing and 
analytical skills and not simply be what you consider to be the ‘best’ work. The value of 
final assessment by portfolio is that it puts a positive responsibility on you to determine 
the nature and the balance of the kind of work to be assessed within broad parameters 
established by the programme and the College. This is the conventional practice of various 
studio based programmes in the College. In the case of work which has been produced 
collaboratively, the student will be required to make a statement which outlines the nature 
and extent of their authorship. 
 
Each student’s work is assessed by a panel of academics, and a sample of a cohort’s work 
is reviewed by an External Examiner. If your Personal Tutor is not present at the Final 
Examination, their report contributes to the overall assessment. 
 
The Final Examination is in two parts: 

a) A Viva-Voce, which takes place in the final term of a programme of study 
b) A School Examination Board, chaired by the Dean of School, will be held to 

recommend results to the Academic Board for Concessions & Discipline for 
ratification.  

 
If at Final Examination a student’s work is considered to be a borderline fail, the student 
may be required to retrieve the work within an academic term, or at a referral examination 
within 12 months. For more information, please see the RCA Regulations.   

 
8. Admissions 
 

Cross-College Requirements 

Refer to the College Prospectus for details of cross-College entrance and portfolio 
requirements for the MA Entrance Examination. 
 
Candidates for all MA courses are assessed on their existing qualities as demonstrated in 



  Programme Specification 
 

8/9 

their work and in their interview, as well as on their potential to benefit from the course and 
to achieve MA standards overall. The assessment will consider: creativity, imagination and 
innovation evident in the work; ability to articulate the intentions of the work; intellectual 
engagement in relevant areas; appropriate technical skills; overall interview performance, 
including oral use of English. 

Programme-Specific Requirements 

Applications are encouraged from anyone with a good BA degree in a Humanities/Arts 
subject (including studio courses in art and design). Applicants will need to demonstrate a 
commitment to writing and a strong interest in contemporary art-and-design practice. 
Applicants are encouraged to submit a sample of writing (published or unpublished) when 
applying. Prior to interview, applicants will be asked to write a review of a current 
exhibition or publication. 
 
Candidates who do not speak English as their first language are required to produce 
evidence that within the previous two years they have achieved at least 93 in the TOEFL 
internet test, with an additional writing test score of TWE 24, or an IELTS exam score of 6.5 
with 6 in writing. 

 
9. Quality Indicators 
 

Refer to the RCA Quality Handbook for more details of the College’s quality and standards 
procedures. 

• All academic programmes at the Royal College of Art are revalidated on a six-yearly 
cycle. Revalidations involve external subject experts and internal panel members 
appointed by the College’s Academic Standards Committee (ASC). 

• Programmes are required to submit an annual Review, the primary purpose of which is 
to evaluate the experience of students enrolled on both its MA and MPhil / PhD courses. 

• External Examiners are appointed for a maximum of three years to ensure that:  
- the academic standard for each award is set and maintained at an appropriate level 
and that student performance is properly judged against this; 
- the standards of awards are comparable with those of other UK higher education 
institutions; 
- the process of assessment and examination is fair and has been fairly conducted. 

• An Internal Moderator is appointed by the Senate on the recommendation of ASC to 
ensure that there are appropriate mechanisms in place for the objective assessment of 
student work and to ensure comparability of examination practices between 
programmes within the College. 

• Students have the opportunity to provide feedback through regular programme-level 
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meetings (at least one each year considers the delivery of the MA programme and the 
External Examiner report); and through an annual College-wide MA student survey. A 
Student Representative Council brings forward issues from Course Forums and 
programme-level meetings to the President and Vice-President of the Students’ Union 
who then, where appropriate, present these issues at College committees or to the 
Senior Management of the College. 

 


