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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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A new challenge

I was initially attracted to academia because of the satisfaction obtained 

from being involved with the education of young people, together with the 

excitement and challenges of research. When I retired from Imperial College 

after forty-one years of experience as an academic my enthusiasm had not 

waned and I wished to contribute in these two important areas of education 

and research. However, I had no desire to continue with the same type of 

teaching and research that had engrossed me for several decades; I needed a 

change. It was therefore most opportune that the opportunity arose for me to 

be Visiting Professor of Materials at the Royal College of Art. I was delighted 

to accept the post, albeit with a certain amount of trepidation.

Fortunately I have had good relations with the RCA for many years 

through the Conservation and Industrial Design Engineering courses and 

through personal contacts, hence I needed no induction to the College. On the 

other hand, this was a new post for the RCA so there were no modi operandi 

and, although I know many visiting professors at a number of universities 

who were appointed for their specific disciple expertise and were attached 

to the appropriate Departments, I had not come across the concept of an 

unattached, roving visiting professor. I had to consider what it was that RCA 

students required and then what I might be able to offer.

Unlike most universities, the RCA concentrates solely on postgraduate 

education and consequently is concerned more with project work than formal 

lectures and written examinations. This change of emphasis may cause 

difficulties to students whether returning to study or coming straight from 

undergraduate work. For the former, returning to an educational environment 

can present an exciting but slightly unnerving challenge, for example adapting 

to being in a mixed age group and being treated the same as someone much 

younger. For those coming straight from undergraduate work the biggest 

demands are often the pace of work and the maturity expected. The necessity 

for both groups of students to operate largely independently over extended 

Rees Rawlings
Visiting Professor of Materials
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periods can create problems.

To carry out a project well requires certain abilities, such as initiative 

and the capacity for critical but constructive thinking, as well as a thorough 

understanding of the relevant academic discipline. Project work gives a multi-

stranded education that facilitates deep learning rather than a superficial 

acquiring of facts. So what role could I play in this learning process and how 

should I operate?

As I had run an active research group for many years with about fifty 

PhD and many Masters students having successfully completed their projects 

under my supervision, I am very familiar with the pitfalls of research and the 

emotional peaks and troughs experienced by the students. I thought that one 

way in which I may be able to assist the students was to use my experience to 

give non-discipline specific general advice and encouragement on their project 

work. The intended outcome being that the students will be able to plan their 

work and assess their progress in a calm, methodical manner.

The other way that I hope to contribute to teaching and learning at the 

RCA is by imparting some knowledge from my own discipline. Materials 

science/engineering is my specialist discipline but at the level needed by most 

RCA students I would be able to discuss a wide range of engineering/science 

topics. This should enable students to attain sufficient knowledge to be able 

to consider scientific and engineering aspects of their work and to know 

how to obtain relevant information. Furthermore, they should gain enough 

confidence to be able to discuss and promote their work with scientists, 

engineers and managers.

First impressions

It was clear to me that to obtain these outcomes I had to have face-to-

face meetings with individual students to discuss their project work. It can 

take some time for a student to relax in such meetings if there has been no 

contact with him/her beforehand; therefore I decided that on first visiting 

I had not come across the 
concept of an unattached, roving 
visiting professor.
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a Department I should give a tutorial to all the students who are interested 

in seeing me. In order to create a friendly atmosphere, the tutorials are very 

informal (no PowerPoint presentation) and are designed to get the students 

thinking about materials and to be at ease with me.  The topics for the 

tutorials are chosen to be of general interest, and have included ‘The Lifetime 

of Materials’ and ‘Efficient Use of Materials’. I have found the students to be 

attentive in the tutorials. They show considerable enthusiasm for the topics 

and are willing to ask questions, both during the tutorial and later in the day. 

The students are welcoming and most appreciative (more so than the average 

engineering class of students). 

The face-to-face meetings have confirmed my initial impressions from 

the tutorials, namely that the RCA has bright, enthusiastic and innovative 

students. They have a great ‘can do’ attitude and are keen to talk to me about 

their projects, perhaps because they are aware that I am not involved in any 

summative assessment of their work. Sometimes the student has questions 

already prepared but more often than not detailed discussion of materials/

engineering/scientific aspects of the project just naturally arise during the 

meeting. In this way discussions have taken place on a wide range of topics 

including electromagnetic waves, anisotropic properties and fibre-reinforced 

ceramics. In addition to discussing such topics, in some cases I have been able 

to give the student useful contacts should s/he wish to take matters further. 

Overall, the meetings with the individual students have been successful, but 

that is not to say that I have not detected some areas of performance that 

could be improved. For example, many students have difficulty in clearly 

and concisely describing their project. Often the objective is not well stated 

and there appears to be only a vague plan for the research with ill-defined 

milestones and a lack of criteria for assessing success of the programme. 

Furthermore, I have the feeling that with some students their desire to act 

independently makes them miss opportunities for teamwork. There is not a 

strong culture of discussing one’s project, and hence cross-fertilising ideas, with 

peers in the same Department, let alone with students elsewhere in the College. 

Hopefully I will be able to help in these areas of slight weakness and make the 

students more reflective about their projects and their transferable skills.

And finally…

So far I have not mentioned the academic staff, and I could not carry out 

my role as Visiting Professor without their full co-operation. Senior members 

of staff have willingly taken the time to show me the facilities of their 

Departments and have allowed me access to their students, thereby disrupting 

the normal daily routine. This is much appreciated. To date I have enjoyed 

every moment of my interaction with the staff and students and I often think 

that I am getting as much out of the relationship as the RCA. Long may it 

last!

Rees Rawlings is a Materials Scientist whose field of research is the 

relationships between the fabrication, structure and properties of materials. 

About fifty students have successfully completed their PhD under his 

supervision and he has around two hundred and fifty publications including 

two textbooks. For many years he was a partner in a consultancy which 

investigated a wide range of materials problems ranging from the  failure 

of heart valves to examining the pipework from the Flixborough explosion. 

From 1998 to 2007 he was the Pro Rector for Educational Quality at 

Imperial College and as such was responsible for all aspects of education 

and pastoral care of students.
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Beyond Graduation

After graduating from the RCA, I spent about five years building a 

commercial illustration practice as part of a group called ‘The Radical 

Illustrators’. Through this I developed a profile, and was asked back by the 

Department to give a couple of talks. Later, this developed into teaching one 

day a week.

I found the first few days as a visiting lecturer at Exhibition Road 

daunting. The students seemed very confident—it was unnerving. I got a 

sense  that they knew at least as much as I did, and remember thinking “Do 

I have enough to offer?” I’m still not sure whether this reflected my own lack 

of teaching experience or the over confidence of the students themselves. I 

certainly don’t get that feeling from students now.

For quite a time, my involvement was limited to this. Later, I was asked 

to run a workshop that was connected to an organisation called European 

Illustration, which I did on a voluntary basis. As a result of this I became 

more interested in the Department as a whole and in becoming part of the 

team. By this time I was teaching at a number of other institutions, mostly 

at Bachelors level. I had lots of experience in writing briefs, setting projects, 

running crits. And felt confident about speaking in front of people, which is a 

difficult skill to learn.

Life as a Visiting Lecturer

Coming back to the RCA as a Visiting Lecturer felt very different from 

being a student there. The Department had changed premises, and many of 

the original tutors had moved on. 

The Illustration course had a reputation for being friendly and welcoming, 

however it did seem something of a ‘boy’s club’. There were not many 

women staff, and it was easy to feel a little marginalised. Things are different 

now. In those days there was less structure and the staff team were a mix of 

personalities working together in a rather amorphous way. Things were not 

Anne Howeson
Tutor, Communication Art and 
Design
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as formal as they are now. I don’t remember receiving an induction, but was 

told “You’re going down well with the students, why don’t you come back a 

bit more?” and that was that. My view is that structure and constraints are 

liberating, and I proposed ideas to that end, but the RCA wasn’t so much 

about that then.

“Hit and Run”

At the RCA, I started to get more involved in the Department, working 

on things like the entrance exams selection procedure and writing occasional 

briefs. As a Visiting Lecturer on other courses, I had no wish to be part of the 

machinery of the institutions in question. I saw myself as an outsider, coming 

in and contributing ideas and opinions to small groups of tutees and then 

retreating back to my own practice. I didn’t want to spend, as I do now, a 

lot of time at home working on teaching projects. One of the advantages of 

being outside of the Department team is being able to adopt this ‘hit and run’ 

approach. There are VL’s who prize this independence, and will deliberately 

act as provocateur. Whereas I’ll say what I think but don’t feel the need to be 

subversive.

Gradually I became interested in being part of the course team. I proposed 

ideas, gave talks, and made it clear that I wanted to have greater involvement. 

For a long time nothing happened, then one day I was made a contracted 

member of staff.  

“To-and-fro”

I was happy as a Visiting Lecturer for a long time. It allows you to focus 

on your personal practice and remain aloof from institutional politics and 

processes. However, the RCA has such a high standard of student intake, and 

the students are so committed (on the whole), that teaching here is a really 

fulfilling and interesting experience. 

I think the commitment I made was worth it. It has not made me want 

to abandon my practice, as I believe students are excited by the experience 

of industry that you can bring. Allowing that to act as a kind of channel for 

them makes teaching a real to-and-fro process.  

One thing I’d say to Visiting Lecturers is to be clear about your 

expectations, and to work out what you want creatively in exchange for 

the time you’re giving. I know some people who have come from industry 

and find the contrasting experience of teaching inspirational and fulfilling. 

Certainly I do. I usually lead a solitary existence, working quietly in a room 

at home, but the opportunity to reach out and engage with students can be an 

interesting parallel life. If you can make those links, it’s good for the students 

and good for yourself as a tutor.

Anne Howeson worked as a commercial illustrator for many years, with 

publishing and editorial clients from the UK and America and Europe. 

She now works on self-initiated drawing projects, currently concerning the 

regeneration of Kings Cross, where she has lived for several years. This work 

will be exhibited at the Guardian Newspaper, King’s Place in October 2009. 

She won an award in the Jerwood Drawing Prize 2000. 
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I remember thinking ‘Do I have 
enough to offer?’
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