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1. General Information 

 

Award Programme Title  Duration Mode of Study 

MA (RCA) Curating Contemporary Art 2 Years Full-time 

 

Awarding Institution Royal College of Art 

Teaching Institution Royal College of Art 

Professional Accreditation N/A 

Qualifications Framework Level 7 

Credit Value 240 UK credits 

Date of most recent validation 2014/15 

Programme Specification Date  2016/17 

 

2. Philosophy of the Programme 
 

Since its inception in 1992, 322 MA students and 7 PhD students have graduated from the MA Curating 
Contemporary Art, drawn from over 40 different countries, highlighting the diverse and rich opportunity 
the course continues to offer for peer-led learning and understanding curating within globalising 
cultures. 

The ethos of the CCA Programme is defined by an emphasis on collaborative, situated, practice-based 
learning, and research-led teaching. Combined with intellectual and creative engagement with the 
theories and practices of curating and the ‘curatorial’, such an approach significantly benefits from the 
programme being located within an art school setting, neither contained nor limited by disciplinary 
boundaries, knowledge or prejudices.  
 
Recognising that curating is not a discipline, and that the skills and knowledge required can be as 
peripatetic and diverse as artists and their practice, the programme emphasises the need to gain 
knowledge and experience of collaborative relationships with artists and public spaces/organisations 
through active learning, primary contact, and practical and intellectual flexibility in order to develop 
curatorial innovation. 

 

3. Educational Aims of the Programme 
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As a student on this programme you will help to develop the multi-, interdisciplinary and exploratory 
nature of contemporary curatorial practice and the future of curating. One of the primary aims of this 
programme is that you develop the skills and confidence to work effectively within this field, to act as an 
innovative and responsible practitioner, and that you contribute to the valuing of art and culture in your 
future work.  
 
To this end, our aim is to produce students who are:  

 highly invested in contemporary art and curatorial practice 

 proactive and highly motivated to contribute to the development of curating and the curatorial 
field 

 confident to experiment and innovate through creative risk, critical thinking and problem-
solving 

 able to communicate with clarity and authority and can formulate arguments and articulate 
position 

 socially, culturally and politically aware and critically self-reflexive with a view towards ethical 
practice 

 professionally fit with a flexible skill-set for employment in a variety of contexts, organisations 
and funding situations 
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4. Intended Learning Outcomes of the Programme 
 

Able 
to: 

A. Intellectual Engagement 

A1. Develop innovative ideas that challenge the understanding and practice of curating and the 
curatorial. 

A2. Demonstrate an advanced understanding of the critical and curatorial context of contemporary 
debates about curating and the field of the curatorial and identify your practice within it. 

A3. Demonstrate an advanced understanding of the principles and methods of research and apply 
them effectively to your own curatorial practice. 

A4. Effectively integrate and articulate the relationship between theory and practice in your 
writings, presentations, and curatorial projects. 

 

Able 
to: 

B. Technical Skills 

B1. Display a mastery of the technical skills required to operate as both an independent and 
organisation-based curator and to take risks to innovate as and when the opportunity arises. 

B2. Initiate and realise curatorial work at an advanced level that integrates thought, practice and 
innovation within the conventions and ethics of best practice. 

B3. Demonstrate an ability to work collaboratively and effectively communicate across different 
media, disciplines, platforms, sectors and audiences to identify and realise the potential of 
every opportunity. 

 

Able 
to: 

C. Professionalism 

C1. Adopt a pro-active approach to expanding your learning, knowledge and experience by taking 
full advantage of the opportunities, context and networks presented and managing your time 
appropriately. 

C2. Approach your practice with due consideration of its impact on the community and 
environment in which you work. 

C3. Define your academic authority and professional identity through critical self-reflexivity, active 
participation in and contribution to your field. 
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5. Programme Structure and Curriculum 

 

First Year 

The broad objective of the programme is to enable you to emerge as a highly competent and responsible 
practitioner, equipped with the knowledge and the intellectual and practical skills you will need to make 
an innovative and effective contribution to the field of curating and the curatorial. 

Terms 1 and Term 2 

Monday: Curatorial Theory – the foundation course in curatorial theory and studies, and research 
methodologies leading towards the dissertation proposal preparation in Term Three. 
 
Tuesday: Curatorial Practice – the foundation course in curatorial skills and knowledge in relation to 
developing working relations with artists, curators, arts organisations and institutions, archives, 
programming, public space, and commissioning. This leads to the development of the curatorial 
proposal to work with external partner arts organisations, beginning in Term 3 and concluding with the 
graduate project in Terms 5 and 6. 

Term 1  

Wednesdays am – Humanities Lecture Series 'The Exhibition'  

Wednesday pm – Economies and Ecologies: The Contexts of Curating  a weekly lecture programme 
about current research led by Victoria Walsh, along with visiting lecturers 

Term 3 

Curatorial Theory continues on Mondays moving into student-led research seminars. In the second half 
of the term students begin to identify their dissertation mode and subject-area.  

Curatorial Practice continues on Tuesdays moving from skills, tools and knowledge of practice into 
conceptualisation of curatorial interests, approaches, and concerns linking practice to theory.  

On Wednesdays, led by Victoria Walsh, students begin to research and develop their graduate project 
proposals.  

Interim Examination (viva) 

Second Year 

Term 1  

Submission of first dissertation plan (3000 words) and individual tutorials with staff 

Working in project groups with tutor and partner towards final identification of project outcome and 
development  

Term 2   

Individual tutorials with CCA and end of term submission of final dissertation  

Working in project groups with partner to realise project by end of either Term 2 or start of Term 3 

Term 3  

Presentation and defence of dissertation  

Completion of all graduate projects  
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Compilation of portfolios 

Final examination (viva) 

CCA summary presentation of graduating work in RCA SHOW 

Course Outlines 

A range of teaching methods is adopted in the first and second year of the programme which support the 
practical and intellectual development of independent and collaborative learning as detailed in the 
following course outlines. 
 
Full participation is as important as full attendance and we expect all students to respect the learning 
environment of formal sessions, to apply best principles of responsible use of technology, and to follow 
good standards and etiquette of group communication and learning.  
 

FIRST YEAR 

 

Curatorial Practice  
Convenor: Tutor, Curatorial Practice  
 
Curatorial Practice is the two-term foundation course in curatorial skills and knowledge in relation to 
developing working relations with artists, curators, arts organisations and institutions, archives, 
programming, public space, and commissioning. Taking place on Tuesdays, It is designed to enable 
students to establish a comprehensive awareness and understanding of the complex range of practical 
skills needed in the contemporary art field, by those curating and working in the curatorial mode. It is 
designed to support a transitional knowledge and understanding of how the field of the ‘practical’ is a 
historical and situated form of encoded practice defined by a corollary skill set that is necessarily in 
constant flux in tandem with artists’ practice, and the spaces and places of display and public 
engagement. In this course ‘practical’ is understood both practically (application of skills), but also 
critically and conceptually (what defines the field of the practical and practice), in order to help students 
understand how both the practical and practice can be made and unmade i.e. how conventions can be 
questioned and innovation can take place. 
 

Curatorial Thinking 

Convenor: Tutor, Curatorial Theory 
Curatorial Thinking is the foundational course in curatorial theory and studies, and research 
methodologies, which takes place on Mondays and runs across the first two terms leading to the 
preparation of the dissertation proposal in the summer term of the first year. During the first year 
students will explore curating and the curatorial in relation to questions of subjectivity, collaboration, 
ecology, cosmopolitanism, and critical thinking.  
 
There will be the opportunity to undertake a close reading of key texts as well as to engage with 
contemporary practice, through presentations from curators and theorists who have made a significant 
contribution to the field. In the autumn and spring term the course will include eight weeks of teaching, 
with an initial presentation and discussion for the whole group led by the course tutor or an invited 
guest, followed by break-out sessions led in turn by students. In the summer term, through a mix of 
teaching sessions and self directed work, preparation for the dissertation will address the challenge of 
using theoretical concepts as part of a curatorial practice and will explore how argumentation can be 
developed through academic writing as well as through practice led research.  
 

Economies and Ecologies: The Contexts of Curating 
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Convenor: Head of Programme 
This course runs in the Autumn Term and is an opportunity for both first and second year students to 
learn about current research and practice by artists, curators, writers, critics and academics which are 
inflected by concerns with the social, cultural, and political context in which the production, distribution 
and consumption of art is taking place. Considering the impact of globalisation, migration, 
developments in technology and social media, the expansion of the art market and shifts in funding for 
the arts on artistic and curatorial practice, it will consider how artists, curators, museums and galleries 
are thinking in particular about the changing relationship with cities, urbanisation, and different publics 
and audiences. The course will introduce students to current research by CCA staff and research 
students, along with visiting lecturers. 
 

Mediating Practices 
Convenor: Head of Programme/Tutors 
Mediating Practices runs in the second term and is designed to raise student awareness and critically 
engage them with the complex forms of mediation which curatorial practice is now engaged with. 
Supporting the development of essential curatorial skills of different modes of writing both on and 
offline (critical reviews, press releases, artist commissions, project proposals, interpretation 
materials, funding applications), the course will also review the rise of public programming and 
performance-based projects, online commissions and digital interactions. The course is designed to 
support the learning outcomes of both Curatorial Practice and Curatorial Thinking. There is no 
assessment other than attendance and contribution. 

 

School of Humanities Lecture Series  

Convenor: Jane Pavitt 
This eight-week series of lectures for all first-year MA students in the School of Humanities takes 
place in the autumn term. The series will introduce different disciplinary approaches to the history, 
concept and practice of exhibition-making. It will explore themes, issues and approaches of interest 
and contemporary relevance to students across all Humanities programmes, such as the intersections 
between art and design. You will have the opportunity to meet a wide range of tutors from the 
School, and hear from the different and complementary approaches of Curating Contemporary Art, 
Critical Writing in Art & Design, and V&A/RCA History of Design. 
 
In 2015 the series was dedicated to the theme of ‘The Exhibition’ 
 

Critical and Historical Studies Lecture Series 
The Critical and Historical Studies programme, which sits within the School of Humanities, provides 
cross-College lecture series in the first year of the MA. CCA students may take advantage of this series 
of lectures on an optional basis. Details of the CHS lecture series will be published at the start of the 
academic year. 
 

Field Trip 
In the first year students attend a 4-5 day international field trip accompanied by staff. The aim is to 
allow students to gain knowledge of another contemporary art eco-system beyond the very specific case 
of London. Specifically this means visiting national museums, non-collection based galleries, artist-run 
spaces and initiatives, curatorial research centres, and private galleries. On recent trips students visited 
the Netherlands (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Utrecht, Eindhoven), Spain (Barcelona and Madrid), and the 
2013 Istanbul Biennial.   
 

SECOND YEAR 

 
The second year of the MA offers workshop-based courses aimed at enhancing the critical and practical 
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skills of students and supporting their student-led Graduation Projects and Dissertations. The second 
year marks a shift from tutor-led teaching to student-led learning through applied practice – both in 
terms of the graduation project and the dissertation. This year requires students to develop their time-
management skills and ability to organise and prioritise their work-flow. 
 
Graduation Projects 
 
The Graduation Projects continue the work begun in the third term of the first year and over the summer. 
In the autumn term, themes researched and developed over the summer vacation are presented to CCA 
staff for critical feedback and to determine the allocation of course resources (financial, space, 
equipment, etc) towards the individual projects. This is a crucial stage for students to demonstrate the 
interest and potential value of their proposal, the level of individual motivation and group project 
commitment, the range of research and conversations in process, and the feasibility of their proposal. 
Following the sign-off of group projects, students continue to work in project groups focused on further 
researching, developing, proposing, managing, installing, fundraising, mediating and promoting their 
final projects. 
 
The projects are supported by the taught courses in the second year, developing practical and critical 
skills, as well as through regular project management meetings to provide critical feedback and project 
management guidance.  
 
The final phase of the Graduation Project course is the collective presentation of all the projects in the 
RCA Show 2016 which may take the form of a new curatorial proposal, legacy project, archival 
presentation, or public programme. To be determined in consultation with CCA staff. 
 

Dissertation 
The dissertation, submitted in the second year, and assessed as 50% of the Final Examination credits, is 
the space where curating students map their own position in relation to the curatorial and expand its 
parameters, making an intervention in practice and through critical reflection.  Accordingly, you will 
have the option of a traditional dissertation or one that incorporates curatorial methodologies, 
developing your dissertation in a variety of formats. If you opt for a practice-based approach you could 
choose exhibitional formats including curated pages, using a combination of text and image, a digital 
presentation that works with sound and moving image, or propose a completely different format.  These 
considerations will start to be addressed in the summer term of the first year. 
 
Following agreement with your dissertation tutor about your selected subject and methodology for 
development over the summer vacation, the autumn and spring terms will offer individual dissertation 
tutorials through two drafts towards the final submission at the start of the summer term. The 
dissertation is your opportunity to demonstrate your individual skills and level of curatorial knowledge 
and analysis through the identification of key questions, the development of your argument, 
a clear methodology to support these, drawing on primary and secondary research as appropriate, and 
highlighting the nature of the curatorial issues raised, concluding with your critical insights, findings and 
conclusions.  

 

Economies and Ecologies: The Contexts of Curating 

Convenor: Head of Programme  

 
This course runs in the autumn term and is an opportunity for both first and second year students to learn 
about current research and practice by artists, curators, writers, critics and academics which are inflected 
by concerns with the social, cultural, and political context in which the production, distribution and 
consumption of art is taking place. 
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6. Learning and Teaching Methods  
 

First Year 

In the first weeks of the programme you will be introduced to the location and use of relevant resources, 
especially those at the College. You will meet staff and visiting tutors responsible for the teaching 
programme. 

Most formal teaching takes place in the first year, and ranges from formal lectures to group seminars, to 
individual one-to-one tutorials. Lectures and seminars by tutors and talks by visiting speakers are 
intended to provide a shared grounding for individuals from different backgrounds and disciplines, and 
to promote the intellectual community of the course. 

Teaching on Curatorial Thinking will take the form of a morning lecture/presentation followed by an 
afternoon seminar discussion. There are termly outlines and set texts which are made available wherever 
possible in digital form via Space. You are expected to keep up with the readings and contribute to 
discussions. For Curatorial Practice  the morning session will usually take the form of a presentation 
and the afternoon will either be a seminar or more usually an off-site visit, followed by discussion. There 
will be termly outlines and recommended readings, which you are strongly advised to follow in order to 
benefit from the conversation at each session. Economies and Ecologies: The Contexts of Curating 

and Mediating Practices seminar series will also be accompanied by recommended readings. 

Much of the communication within CCA is conducted online using the RCA’s virtual learning 
environment, Space. You will be briefed about this system in the first weeks of the first term. All strands 
of the MA CCA have a presence on Space. Collaborative student projects are developed online, and 
assessed written project work and essays are submitted using this system. 

In addition to regular lectures and seminars by tutors, the teaching programme includes a wide range of 
talks by visiting curators, critics, artists, educators and administrators. 
These complement the teaching offered by programme staff and provide access to the views, positions 
and histories of a wide range of visiting practitioners. Exhibition visits and field trips in Britain and 
abroad are also an important aspect of the teaching programme. These visits offer first-hand experience 
of works of art, and of exhibitions, projects, collections, museum and gallery spaces. They also provide 
opportunities for informal critical discussion with programme staff, with artists and curators, and with 
other students. 

Second Year 

The second year of the programme is more self-directed and builds on the skills and knowledge that 
have been developed throughout the first two terms of the first year and via the transition of the third 
term.  Students will be occupied with their individual dissertation submitted at the end of the spring 
term, supported by one-to-one tutorials; and with the graduate project where working in a group of no 
more than 6 they will develop and present their curatorial project working with a partner institution and 
supported by programme tutors. 

Tutorials 

Throughout the programme there will be individual tutorials which are used: 

 to discuss essays and other writing assignments and to offer advice on the development of research 
and writing skills; 

 to discuss the choice of subject for the dissertation, to suggest research sources and reading material, 
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to advise on structure and approach and to discuss any problems you may encounter; 

 to discuss any problems you may have with the programme or with coursework. 

 

7. Assessment 
 

General 

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

Interim Examination 

 Curatorial Practice Essay (3,000-4,000 words) – Submission deadline end of Term 1 

(50 credits) 

 Curatorial Theory Essay (3,000-4,000 words) – Submission deadline end of Term 2 (50 

credits) 

 Presentation of research towards Graduate Project and Dissertation proposal linking 

theory and practice – mid Term 3 (20 credits) 

The Interim Examination takes place in the third term of the first year. The purpose of this assessment 
is to ensure that students have fulfilled all the necessary requirements to enable them to pass into their 
second year of study. 

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. Each of your written assignments is read by one or more tutors, who provide a written report which 
will be discussed with you in a tutorial. These reports will be referred to in the Interim Examination, 
together with any notes concerning problems of attendance or general progress on the course. 

Students who pass the Interim Examination should demonstrate: 

 Development of subject-specific knowledge 

 The ability to evaluate their own achievement 

 An understanding of the professional world as the context of their future practice 

 
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. 
 
The programme draws students from a wide range of backgrounds and prepares them for a wide range of 
destinations. It is therefore accepted that assessment must cover a broad range of criteria. By the time of 
the Interim Examination, the Examination Board should however be satisfied that each student is 
developing the knowledge, intellectual and practical skills which he or she will need to enter the field of 
curating and visual art administration as a competent and responsible practitioner. 

Assessment includes consideration of the following: 

 Participation in seminars and the field trip 

 Completion and presentation where required of research and writing assignments, either 
individual work or contributions to collective projects 

 Completion of two course essays 
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 Attendance and time-keeping 

Prior to the Interim Examination you are required to complete a self-assessment form. This provides the 
basic agenda for the Interim discussion, which also considers each student’s written assignments, and 
participation in all other aspects of the programme. 

The assessment criteria are as follows: 

 In all your written coursework we will be assessing your ability to conduct research, and to 
construct and express a clear argument in written form. Any problems of structure and 
presentation that were evident in your early writing assignments or in your first assessed essay 
should have been addressed in subsequent work. 

 In your first written assignment we shall be looking for the development of skills of observation, 
interpretation and criticism, and evidence of your ability to examine and assess specific works of 
art, texts and curatorial approaches. 

 In subsequent written assignments we shall be looking for your ability to analyse theoretical 
material, your understanding of theoretical models, conceptual frameworks and critical texts, 
and your ability to investigate relationships between theory and practice. 

 In all your written assignments and through your participation in individual and collective 
projects, we shall be looking for the development of a critical awareness and understanding of 
contemporary art and its institutions, and of professional working practices. 

 In seminar presentations and discussions, and through your participation in collective projects, 
we shall be looking for the development of oral and presentational skills, and evidence of 
effective collaboration and administrative competence. 

 Problems of attendance and time-keeping, or of participation in field trips, seminars and 
collective projects, will also be considered at the Interim Examination. 

 
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 

Graduate Project (60 credits) 
Dissertation (60 credits) 

The Final Examination is the culmination of a MA degree. 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.  

The programme draws students from a wide range of backgrounds and prepares them for a wide range of 
destinations. It is therefore accepted that assessment must cover a broad range of criteria. The 
dissertation must however be completed to a standard appropriate to an MA degree and this is an 
essential requirement of the Final Examination. 

 
 
Assessment includes consideration of the following: 

 A dissertation in the format agreed, according to Option 1 or 2 of the CCA dissertation brief. 
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 Collective work towards the realisation of the graduation projects. 

 Understanding of the exhibition experience as revealed in an exhibition report and at the viva 
voce examination. 

 Submission of a professional portfolio. 

 Readiness to enter the professional world. 

 Attendance and time-keeping 

By the time of the Final Examination you must be able to demonstrate the following skills: 
 The ability to communicate ideas on paper in a structured and lucid manner. 

 The ability to undertake research using primary and secondary source material. 

 The ability to work effectively with artists and institutions and to collaborate constructively with 
colleagues. 

 Managerial competence and administrative skills, especially in the areas of correspondence, 
record-keeping and budget management. 

 An understanding of the working practices of museums, galleries, commissioning agencies and 
other institutions. 

 An understanding of professional ethics and of a curator’s responsibilities to and relationships 
with works of art, artists, audiences, lenders and funders. 

 The ability to think critically and constructively about contemporary art and curatorial practice. 

 The ability to make an effective oral presentation of your ideas and to respond constructively to 
criticism. 

 
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 Website for details of cross-College entrance and portfolio requirements for the MA 
Entrance Examination, including English language requirements. 

Candidates for all MA courses are assessed on their existing qualities as demonstrated in 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 

All online applications should be submitted with a CV and two pieces of writing: 

 A brief (500 word) critical appraisal of a recent exhibition of contemporary art. This is required to 
provide evidence of your knowledge of and critical engagement with post-war and contemporary art 
and so to assist with shortlisting for interview. 

 A proposal for a contemporary art exhibition or curatorial project you would like to curate and/or 
evidence of previously curated projects (no more than four sides of A4).  

You should answer carefully the questions in the application form concerning your aptitude for a study 
of curating to give the interview board a sense of your commitment and engagement. 
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Please do not submit portfolios, as these are not required. 

 

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:  
o the academic standard for each award is set and maintained at an appropriate level and 

that student performance is properly judged against this; 
o the standards of awards are comparable with those of other UK higher education 

institutions; 
o 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 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. 

 


