Reflective Blog Post: PGcert- lesson 1

Returning to Masters’ level study after a long period is a fascinating process. On one hand it ties into my work at UAL and forms an important part of my CPD. On the other side of the coin it feels somewhat alienating to be taught something that students might presuppose I already possess. To be blurring the boundaries between roles as a student and a member of staff is slightly uncomfortable. Of course, to be uncomfortable is an important part of growth and knowledge exchange and I feel that I have the self awareness to recognise this as a strength and not a weakness. 
We carried out an exercise in the first class where we laid out a timeline of various events and legislation that have impacted on Higher Education in the UK. This was enlightening for my practice for two key reasons. It made me consider how we operate as neoliberal institution with external faces beyond our control and also how this does, or indeed should, factor into our pedagogic practice. How, for example, do tuition fees and potential future increases feed into our approach? Within my practice I have always believed in equity of access and taken the position that HE is very much worth the financial sacrifice if students endeavor to make the most out of it. Being a first generation student myself I find it fascinating that we are potentially moving to a time where the costs are so large that the sums are largely meaningless to low income and middle class families alike. A side effect of repayment structures and discussions of a graduate tax model have almost resulted in ‘parity by accident’. With our graduate outcomes being made up of large numbers of freelancers I feel that this puts UAL in a very interesting and unique position. Are we teaching our students to equip them with the skills and experience for a financially successful career ?  Are we encouraging them to put following their creative muse at the forefront of their studies? I feel it is likely we are doing both but to what extent and how this aligns with student expectations is unclear.
Another key observation I made was around the largely ‘one size fits all’ approach to Higher Education legislation. This was particularly enlightening for me as much of my work is related to areas around widening participation, attainment gaps and intersectionality. There are a multitude of examples of inclusive policies at local level, ie the UAL Access and Participation Plan (see appendix, figure 1) but very little of substance at a national level. In once sense this local level autonomy is valuable but equally something which is at odds with policies such as the Further Education Act 1992 when Polytechnics took University titles. Morgan (2020) refers to this when he talks about ‘The removal of local authority control of the polytechnics representing a shift away from local decision making.’ 
I feel that the notion for a standardised approach to HE delivery poses challenges for specific subject areas. I believe that for Art & Design we are perhaps restricted in our pedagogic approaches through certain procrustean legislation. For example, models such as Edgar Dales Cone of Learning (Figure 5- appendix) suggest the benefits of active learning which synergises well with UAL's course portfolio. This approach might be at odds with the UK Quality code for Higher Education 2024 where, for example, the principles of teaching & learning suggest the need to be 'authentic' (Appendix- Figure 6), a term which is open to interpretation. 
I left the class thinking that as creative practitioners we need to have the tools to respond flexibly to student needs. Taking an interdisciplinary holistic approach to the pedagogic and structural challenges we face in a continually evolving environment is probably the best approach for staff and students alike.
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