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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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Introduction

Many students dread large group seminars, which are a common part of 

an art and design education, viewing them with trepidation akin to a public 

execution. While some verbally confident and opinionated students thrive in 

these environments, others are to be found hiding in the margins, engaging as 

spectators rather than contributors. 

Alternatively, other students can struggle with the directness and forced 

intimacy of an individual one-to-one tutorial. They may be intimidated by the 

intellectual isolation of the experience or feel threatened by what they perceive 

as an imbalance of power between student and tutor. For these and other 

reasons there is often a welcome and manageable sense of safety in the relatively 

small numbers and collective support that is offered by a group tutorial.

I have long been an enthusiastic advocate of the benefits of group tutorials, 

recognising that they encompass a useful balance of in-depth contact teaching 

and a realistic externalisation of internal ideas while being neither fully public 

nor truly private. Also, on a boringly pragmatic level it can be an efficient 

use of time and energy and economically effective given the demands on 

Departmental budgets. I sporadically timetable these events into my academic 

year as an effective means of connecting with a number of tutees and as a way 

of creating a dialogue amongst a group of students who may not otherwise 

naturally, directly communicate.

Learning to think differently

My tutorials frequently follow a similar form and pattern, involving 

between four to eight students brought together to either collectively discuss 

their individual artworks (and the related issues of content, concepts and 

contexts) or based around set themes that seem pertinent to their shared 

ambitions, passions and practices. Some previous examples of the variety of 

subjects used include influences, media, the city, humour, terror, history, faith 

and irreverence. Occasionally, I have suggested that the dialogue is kick-
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started by the introduction of some form of external motivation and students 

have been invited to bring objects, music, texts, and images in a postgraduate 

version of ‘show and tell’. The purpose of these sessions is to punctuate 

the familiar round of tutorials, seminars and critiques. It offers students an 

opportunity to explore ideas and connecting interests to their works in a free 

flowing, and creatively investigative manner that can be refreshingly detached 

from the issues involved in their ongoing individual researches. They are 

offered the chance to think laterally about their own and, importantly, other 

people’s ideas. 

For some students this can be an intellectual luxury they are unwilling to 

permit themselves in the pressured environment that is so frequently centred 

on personal achievements and ambition here at the RCA. In opening up the 

students to alternative and potentially contradictory approaches and ideas 

they are exposed to attitudes that help them to more fully formulate their 

own independent positions and additionally to develop their abilities to 

articulate and externalize their thought process and ambitions. This naturally 

builds confidence, knowledge, and abilities necessary to professional life. As 

an occasional intervention they retain a degree of novelty about them that 

contributes to their success.  In many ways they are a welcome change of 

approach and energy, although I am cautious not to over-use them so that 

they retain their impact.

Building trust

My primary aims in running these group tutorials are to promote 

confidence in dialogue, to extend lateral approaches to thinking and to 

improve effectiveness of analysis. This is achieved through the active 

participation of students working with their tutor or tutors. There is a 

generosity involved in teaching this way that tends to breed a generous 

response from the students, and, perhaps more importantly, generates a 

trust between all those involved. Due to their scale and informality those 

A successful group tutorial is easy 
to spot as it creates a hunger for 
more dialogue.
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participating can quickly sense the personality of the group dynamic they 

enter into and as a consequence make swifter and more accurate decisions 

about how to conduct themselves. This is true for both student and staff 

involvement. As a tutor I use my experience and intuition to read the mood 

and flow of the discussion and keep it focused and vibrant. When the students 

trust and understand this learning environment they are more willing to 

contribute to the experience and are more supportive and generous in their 

response to work and ideas around them.

Though a group tutorial does offer some safety and comfort in the 

numbers it is by no means a softer option. Even the shyest student finds it 

difficult not to participate in a group situation of this size.  In many ways I 

feel it is more embarrassing not to contribute, as there is a level of openness 

that exposes non-involvement. The other participants often ensure that 

everyone contributes. For the most part this is achieved in an encouraging 

manner with the peer group teasing out information and the opinions of 

everyone involved. This can be particularly beneficial for students whose first 

language is not English who are often given the confidence to speak openly 

through this process and are actively encouraged by the direct questioning 

and patient responsiveness of their peers. I have rarely witnessed an individual 

be bullied into contribution or badgered into a submission. It is also rare 

that an overtly domineering or opinionated individual takes over the 

session, as these types of brusque, self-indulgent episodes feel transparently 

inappropriate in such intimate environments. The self-serving motivations of 

such approaches to discussion are quickly exposed and easily corrected. Even 

the most vocal of staff seem to recognise the democratic equilibrium that 

is inherent to a good group tutorial; and they allow students the necessary 

space and time to speak their turn. At postgraduate level this sense of an ‘even 

playing field’ feels appropriately mature.

An active involvement in a group tutorial demands less of an ability to 

perform than with many other forms of teaching so students can find their 
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How do I know it works?

A successful group tutorial is easy to spot as it creates a hunger for more 

dialogue. I’ve known tutorials continue long after they are timetabled to end 

or spilling over into studios, the canteen or bar with or without any academic 

involvement. Quite often a good group tutorial which has been lively, 

intelligent and generous will result in immediate and eager requests for more 

group or individual tutorials, with students wishing to explore an aspect of 

the debate in a more in-depth and focussed fashion.

I take great pleasure in seeing a strong dynamic develop from group 

tutorials and have often witnessed students agreeing to meet again and again 

to replicate the experiences they have had through the process. The trust, 

seriousness and openness this develops can result in an exciting and energized 

year group for which the bar of ambition is raised for everyone.

Mark Hampson is a painter and printmaker working in the Fine Art 

Printmaking Department. His recent solo shows in 2008/9 included “We, 

Notable Calgarians” at the University of Calgary where he was awarded 

the Martens scholarship for print, “Making ‘Nowhere’ Somewhere” at the 

William Morris Gallery , and “We Pay Cash For Dead Artists” at the Foyer 

Gallery, Aberdeen.

voices with reduced fear of critical reprisals or public embarrassment. This 

is not to suggest that the supportive environment is less critical but they are 

in my experience constructive, critical and supportive. It is one of the few 

effective arenas that allow students to share their ideas in depth and at close 

quarters. They are capable of doing so in ways that can feel quite natural and 

conversational. Much of the learning that occurs does so through an organic 

evolution of the debate, and is therefore less obviously didactic.

The role of the tutor

With so much of the teaching being done by the group what, you may ask, 

is my role? I tend to view this mainly as host and facilitator. Often this begins 

with introducing the programme or theme for discussion, introducing the 

participants if they are unfamiliar with each other and laying down ground 

rules and parameters for debate. I may launch key questions and volunteer 

personal insights and opinions to promote early reactions and responses. 

Throughout the process I use my experience in order to tease out areas of 

interest, to encourage contributions from individuals I feel have a connection 

to particular points in the discussion and generally direct and steer the 

situation in order that it retains fluid, active and crucially, useful. This can 

involve the use of several approaches.

Students may variously need encouragement, or challenging. The con-

versations may need redirecting to more in-depth, valid or serious subjects. It 

can prove useful to place students in oppositional debate in order to extend 

dialogue. Occasionally the discussion may necessitate a degree of refereeing in 

order to accommodate rival factions and diverse intellectual positions. I may 

supply context to an idea or theme in support of a notion offered by a student 

or offer an extended interpretation of a matter that has arisen. In addition 

I can invite participation from students who have contributed the least. By 

doing so I can ensure that everyone is participating fairly and fully, and hope 

that by doing so others learn by association to do the same.

10        safety in numbers? 11



12        safety in numbers? 13



When I joined the RCA ten years ago I had no formal training in delivering 

education. I had some experience as a visiting lecturer at other universities 

but, as my primary occupation was that of practitioner, I had to learn ‘on the 

job’. I was aware that being a successful practitioner did not necessarily make 

me a successful educator.

My appointment as a tutor made me think very hard about my own 

positive and negative experiences of education. I used that as the starting 

point for establishing my approaches to teaching. Over time, I have also 

learnt from my colleagues and—most importantly of all—my students. The 

following comments are therefore not based on a scholarly pedagogic study, 

but are rather the insights of over a decade of observation.

What is the purpose of a group tutorial?

I use group tutorials in several ways. On one hand, the group tutorial 

allows the tutor to deal with greater numbers. By gathering the students 

together you can avoid having to schedule many individual tutorials, which 

takes up more time and energy. However, in my opinion, the ‘efficiency’ of 

a group tutorial should not be the sole rationale for its employment. Group 

tutorials are an excellent opportunity for students to share ideas, references 

and techniques and practice their presentational skills. In addition, they can 

also help students to ‘benchmark’ their own progress against that of their 

peers. It would be untrue to say that I do not use this to my advantage. Indeed, 

it is a very useful method of keeping everyone motivated. It is also a way of 

reinforcing the standards of excellence required in a Masters degree at the RCA.

What is the role of the tutor in group tutorials?

The role of the tutor depends on the objectives of the tutorial in question. 

Part of my tutorials will sometimes take on the format of a mini-lecture, 

where I will present information about an aspect of the course. The extent 

to which this is valuable depends on both my performance and the state of 

Anne Toomey
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mind of the students. If they have been up all night working to a deadline, it’s 

probable that their hearts will not be in it, and it is better simply to present 

them with a handout with the information.

More often my tutorials are highly interactive. I try not to confuse 

knowledge and skills. Therefore, if I want to encourage the latter, I use group 

workshops or masterclasses with a practical, hands-on approach. I consider 

one of the main benefits of a group tutorial is learning from the peer group. 

With this in mind, the role of the tutor becomes that of facilitator. If there 

are key issues or topics that I have identified for discussion within the group 

it is my responsibility to prompt the initial discussion. Sometimes I will have 

to refocus the discussion if the students have gone too far off-topic or have 

become too cosy, but usually I let them generate their own lines of enquiry. I 

think that ideas that students discover for themselves should be encouraged 

and fuelled. After all, anything that is ‘left’ at the end of the session can 

always be pursued elsewhere.

What makes for a successful group tutorial?

A successful group tutorial involves participation across the whole group, 

something for which I have to be watchful. The tutor must be aware of 

balancing the input of naturally dominant individuals with those of the more 

reticent students who do not want to speak. One way to achieve this is ask 

each student a question in turn. This can make the whole process mechanical, 

though, and I generally avoid it unless discussion has entirely dried up.

I have found that students can sometimes be very reluctant to criticise 

each other’s work in front of the group. If the session involves too much 

back-patting I have to step in. I do this in several ways. For example, I might 

ask each student to single out particular pieces for comment by asking them 

to identify the ones that would be challenging to produce commercially, 

or that are innovative, etc. Alternatively I can also improve discussions by 

employing open questions, such as “Have you got any suggestions for ways 

to take this particular idea forward?” or “Could anyone suggest different 

ways to produce this work”. I do not think that it is necessary to shame 

any individual. As long as the appropriate questions are asked, students 

tend to respond constructively. The evidence of the success of this approach 

is generally seen in the development of the work and in the attitude of the 

students presenting it. A great deal is left to trust.

If the group tutorial also includes other members of staff it can become 

difficult to ensure that the student voice is heard. Whilst it is generally good 

for the student to have a different input and fresh opinions, it can become a 

bit tricky when every member of staff wants to ‘have their say’, and I find that 

there is often competition over who will have the last word! This can be very 

destructive and you can sometimes see the students lose interest and lower 

their heads. In those instances I ask staff to make only one comment for each 

student, although there is not always compliance with this.

Ironically, one of the key measures of success in group tutorials is the 

extent to which you can afford to sit back and let the students do the work. 

I’ve often got the impression that they have learnt more from each other than 

from me, which is just fine. Their independence, and the sense of pride and 

ownership they have in their work and their discipline, is a great thing. To 

witness this is fantastic fuel for a tutor.

Anne Toomey is the Deputy Head of the Textiles Department.  She is the co-

founder of the Architextile project and introduced digital fabric printing to 

the College.  She is a printed textile specialist with international experience 

in design, product development and manufacture. Her research interests lie 

in the development of intelligent and responsive surfaces.

16        safety in numbers? 17



safety in numbers: group tutorials at the rca 
© 2009 royal college of art
isbn 978-1-905000-89-0
 
published by
Royal College of Art
Kensington Gore
London SW7 2EU
+44 (0)20 7590 4444
info@rca.ac.uk
www.rca.ac.uk
 
editors
Hugo Burchell, Ellen Delbourgo and Chris Mitchell

design
Tom Lucas
www.bonjourbonjour.com

illustrations
Georgia Harrison
www.georgiaharrison.com

printed in the uk by
Scanplus

18        safety in numbers?



Royal College of Art

Kensington Gore

London SW7 2EU

+44 (0)20 7590 4444

info@rca.ac.uk

www.rca.ac.uk


