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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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Knowing how to evaluate yourself as a teacher can be a daunting task, 

especially for new staff.  After all, are you supposed to be evaluating the 

success of the teacher or the success of the student? Are the two different? 

The Royal College of Art is a wholly postgraduate institution, which makes 

it unique within the Art and Design community. This influences the dynamic 

between staff and students, and potentially makes it even more difficult to 

step back and determine how you as a teacher are performing. In common 

with other disciplines at the College, the teaching in the Vehicle Design 

Department is essentially practice-based, with a multi-disciplinary teaching 

team that includes a wide range of practitioner-based teachers. We pride 

ourselves on how the team work together and the close working relationships 

that develop between staff and students. 

The informal process of evaluation begins before a student even applies. 

Most students will have had some prior contact with the College through 

attendance at shows, open days or informal meetings with staff. Through 

this, both staff and prospective students can start to form impressions of the 

other. If the student chooses to apply then they will submit a portfolio and, if 

successful, will be invited to an interview. We strongly believe in the process 

of formal interview, as putting together a group of inspired and inspiring 

students is not just based on objective criteria but also some form of alchemy. 

The group dynamic is important. We encourage students from a wide variety 

of disciplines to come to study in Vehicle Design, and the shared experience 

of learning from each other and from their own individual practice is a key 

aspect of their development. 

Students in Vehicle Design work to a series of project briefs throughout 

the first year, with a greater emphasis on independent study in the second. The 

overall course, and each project within it, will have a set of defined learning 

aims and objectives so there will be benchmarks against which to measure 

student progress. The majority of the scheduled teaching is through individual 

tutorials in the studio and ‘crits’ where work is presented and discussed in 

Dale Harrow
Head of Department, 
Vehicle Design
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groups. In addition, the Department organises a range of workshops, study 

visits, lectures and group tutorials throughout the academic year. Outside 

these, students are encouraged to learn through individual study and peer 

discussions. Therefore there is a lot of activity that could be evaluated. 

Evaluating the student

To what extent can we equate teacher success with student success?  

You could simply look to external measures such as employment statistics 

and media coverage. This gives us a sense of how we as a Department are 

performing, particularly with regards to our institutional peers, but it is an 

imprecise tool. Alternatively, we could focus on internal mechanisms.

In a diverse institution like the RCA, with such a wide variety of subjects 

being taught, the problem of conformity and equality of student experience is 

a challenging one, as is examination. For example, in some Departments there 

is no formalized curriculum, but rather a series of tutorials and assessments. 

Increasingly, though, there is a need to be explicit about the qualities expected 

for a postgraduate student.

In recent years the RCA has introduced College-wide assessment criteria, 

based on a long and difficult trial period, which has now been adopted for 

Interim, Final and—in some cases—Entrance Examinations. We have no 

grading within the qualification given; the forms act as a profiling mechanism 

to assess a student’s overall performance over the whole two-year period 

of study. This again is a cultural change across the College, where the Final 

Exam is based on two years of professional development rather than a single 

piece of work produced in the final term for a student’s Graduating Show.

The bringing together of a standardised approach to examination through 

the use of the examination forms, and continuous assessment through, for 

example, reviews and personal tutorials, has opened up the debate about 

‘postgraduateness’, challenged the perception of the tutor’s role, and also 

improved the professionalism and output of the students over their two years. 

To what extent can we equate 
teacher success with student 
success?
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For many tutors there were some reservations about this approach but in 

practice it has focused the discussions and debate.

The form has also enabled staff to give accurate feedback to the students 

during their time at the College, and to identity areas of strength and 

weakness both in the student and the Department. Staff have also found 

it useful as a self-assessment process. For example, if there is a consistent 

weakness across the student body it may be that some aspect of the 

curriculum needs to be rethought or redesigned. 

Evaluating the teacher

Assessment is, of course, not just about assessing the quality of the 

students; what we are really doing is assessing the quality of the teaching 

and learning experience. We also do this through a number of formal 

processes, which help to ensure that a Department’s curriculum and teaching 

approaches are appropriate and of good quality. These include reports from 

both internal and external moderators, and an annual Departmental Review 

(which monitors the health of the Department, including confidential student 

feedback, course monitoring meetings and student representative meetings).

Staff can be defensive of these processes. They can feel as if they are being 

undermined by student ‘moaning’. In my experience, if these concerns can 

be put aside, the comments that the students make are often perceptive and 

thoughtful. Students make a tremendous emotional and financial commitment 

when they choose to study with us, so it is important that we listen to them 

when they have something useful to say. In many cases the problems that are 

identified can be easily resolved, particularly when they involve issues such as 

timetabling or Departmental communication. When something more sub-

stantive is raised we make sure we take it seriously and take steps to address it.

In addition we gather more informal feedback through the Personal Tutor 

system. Every student has an academic mentor to advise and support his or 

her personal and professional development. Meetings are formally recorded 
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each term, and the Personal Tutor attends all assessments, such as examinations, 

to support the student. This is one of the most satisfying and unique parts of 

the teaching experience at the College. For staff and students alike the bond 

that develops over the course of study is a close one. Personal Tutors give time 

to discuss issues outside the confines of the project work and can be extremely 

helpful in solving personal issues.

We have also been involved in a number of cross-disciplinary projects with 

other Departments and an unexpected benefit from these projects has been to 

share teaching methods and practice with other staff.

Conclusion

My main piece of advice for tutors evaluating their teaching would be to 

keep an open mind. Tutors are never short of sources of feedback, whether they 

are through institutional quality assurance processes, discussions with peers, or 

contact with students. Listen to what is said and respond to it as constructively 

as you can. For some the process may seem a dry and difficult. For me, it can be 

an invigorating and lively experience for both staff and students, where views 

are freely exchanged in a common pursuit of excellence.

Dale Harrow is Professor of the Department of Vehicle Design at the Royal 

College of Art, a global centre of excellence in automotive design education 

and is a well-known automotive, industrial designer and researcher. He has 

worked as a design consultant with many companies, lectured worldwide on 

the subject, and acts as a judge at international events and competitions. He 

frequently acts as a commentator on the industry in media.
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‘We cannot say whether teaching causes learning: it may or it may not’ 

Harvey and Knight (1996)

When I started working at the RCA twelve years ago I did not have any 

teaching qualifications and was employed chiefly based on my professional 

experience. I had made two award-winning films. One of them, ‘A is for 

Autism’ a collaborative animated documentary had led to various animation 

workshops and my first offer to teach on the BA course I had been a student on.

By the time I applied to the RCA I had taught on numerous animation BA 

courses on a part time basis. As a visiting tutor I knew that I could upset the 

apple cart and then leave the students behind at the end of the day. Having 

a permanent position is a very different responsibility. By the end of my first 

week at the RCA I had upset two students. It might have been bad timing - 

perhaps coinciding with a critical point of production - but it did make me 

take stock of my approach. As a personal tutor, overseeing student projects 

that can last between 1–3 terms, the role can be intense and includes elements 

of pastoral support. 

A permanent position also allows more opportunity to gain feedback on 

how you teach. Up to then how I taught was self-taught, chiefly based on my 

experience as a student. Who were my favourite tutors? Why were they my 

favourite tutors? Was it just because they were the ones who complimented 

my work? My approach to tutoring has been gained through experience, but 

also input from a number of other sources, both formal and informal.

How do you judge the success of your teaching? 

Tutoring at the RCA involves helping keen, talented, individuals realise 

their full potential in a discipline they are passionate about. The tutorial 

system is the main teaching system at the RCA, and getting this right for 

every student is complex. What works for one student does not necessarily 

work for another. Prompts, encouragement, references and sharing of ideas 

may work with one student, but with another is interpreted as inflicting 

Tim Webb
Senior Tutor,
Animation
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a worldview, personal bias or misinterpreting an idea. This can lead to 

insecurity and conflict. Even worse, it can mean that a student becomes like 

a puppet, responding obediently to any tug on the strings. The relationship 

between tutor and student has to be continually re-evaluated to create the 

right dynamic for the right moment. When it goes well, and you see the real 

progress of a student from concept to completion, this relationship is very 

rewarding. When it doesn’t you have to be honest enough to admit that 

changing to a new tutor might work better. The personal tutorial system can 

encourage an unspoken rivalry between tutors. You want your students to do 

well, and see any success they have as validation of your methods and failures 

as evidence of your weaknesses. As a consequence it’s difficult not to want to 

favour your own students in the exam boards, although the size of the board 

meetings and the marking criteria help make the process more objective.

One thing that I learned in my time as a tutor is that it is easier to evaluate 

the dynamic of a tutorial if you allow time for pauses. This has not always 

come naturally to me. A pause allows me the time to listen and think and 

encourages the student to be bolder in what they say. It can be difficult to 

maintain, especially when I have to hold back an idea that I think is good, but 

it does improve the quality of the discussions that we have. 

There are a number of straightforward ways to measure the success of 

your teaching. One indicator is whether the students turn up to scheduled 

sessions. MA students do not have registration or the need to gain marks 

through attendance, a feature of other modular courses, so if they are there 

you know they want to be there. It is worth noting, however, that attendance 

in the first term of the first year is always higher. Similarly if students are 

requesting additional tutorials outside those that are timetabled you can 

reasonably conclude that they see some value in them.

In a broader sense the success of the teaching can be judged by the 

outcome: the profile of the course nationally and internationally, the amount 

of films which win awards and the success of the students professionally on 

leaving the RCA. Over 90% of our students work in animation and many 

go on to direct and we have a good record of success in students gaining 

funding for future projects. The biggest success being the Oscar won by Susie 

Templeton, an Animation graduate, for her film ‘Peter and the Wolf. 

Sticks and carrots

There are also a number of formal ways to get feedback on your teaching. 

The annual appraisal, student survey and timetabled student representative 

meetings all provide potentially useful sources of constructive feedback to an 

individual tutor. There are also annual Departmental reviews and occasional 

validations but these tend to focus on course-wide issues. The student survey 

provides the most direct response to the perceived quality of tutoring and also 

contains feedback on the course curriculum and local resources. However, as 

a tutor it’s sometimes difficult to respond positively to the comments made, 

some of which can seen very hurtful or unfair. As we are a relatively small 

Department, we have to be careful not to disproportionately amplify that 

impact of one or two dissatisfied students. Similarly we have to avoid trying 

to match anonymous comments with students and dismiss them on that basis 

(‘well they would say that because of such and such’).

We tend to get a more balanced response to Department issues through 

student meetings. These provide us with minutes and points of action from 

student discussions that have proved to be really useful. At present we have 

a very proactive 2nd year that have put forward a number of valuable 

suggestions for the present curriculum and ideas for the future. The 2nd years 

were encouraged in this process by seeing many of the suggestions they made 

the previous year being implemented into the current first year curriculum. 

In addition I also instigate informal discussions with groups of students at 

certain points in the course, to invite comments on perceived successes and 

areas of improvement. These help to inform the ongoing discussions that staff 
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have throughout the year on matters big and small. The staff-student ratio 

allows for detailed debate about individual students as well as about course-

wide issues such as tutorial arrangements and workshop design.

What impact has evaluation had?

In my 10th year at the RCA I enrolled on the Post Graduate Certificate 

in Learning and Teaching in Art and Design (PG Cert), a part time teaching 

qualification. This provided me with a timely pause in which to question my 

own practice and reflect on the nature of my role. Initially I was a reluctant 

participant—I have never found theory and written work easy—but have 

since come to realise that course allowed me an unparalleled opportunity 

for feedback from other students on the course (who were also tutors) and 

the course staff.  It has encouraged me to consider my own education and 

reflect on the type of the student that I was in school and college. I think 

that I have become a better and more confident tutor as a result. I am also 

less intimidated by pedagogical theory and more open to sharing ideas 

with colleagues. The course was in many ways a troubling experience, but 

ultimately an enlightening one.

Writing this document has also been useful, as I have reread my profile 

statements written for my PG Cert and reflected on the positive impact the 

course has had on me. I should re-read these every year. They remind me that 

experience brings insight, but it can also encourage laziness. If we are to stop 

students slipping into bad habits, we should be equally vigilant not to allow 

ourselves to do the same.
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The personal tutorial system can 
encourage an unspoken rivalry 
between tutors.
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