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Abstract. For over ten years, the Master of Design programmes in Illustration and Communication Design at The Glasgow School of Art have developed the use of Critical Reflective Methods as an integral component informing students' studio practice. During this time, I have led my team in developing our approach. 

The Critical Reflective Journal course provides opportunities for students to acquire practical skills in developing as reflective practitioners. In discussions with staff and peers, students critically reflect on their practice through presentations, workshops, and peer reviews. The Critical Reflective Journal informs the student's practice-led research, requiring students to situate their practice within the ethical social and political context of Communication Design. The course transforms students’ practice, producing graduates who are practitioners, academics, researchers, curators, and activists. This paper presents and evaluates the effectiveness of the approaches employed by the team over this period in developing students as critical reflective practitioners.
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1   Introduction
For over ten years, the Master of Design programmes in Illustration and Communication Design at The Glasgow School of Art (GSA) have developed the use of critical reflective methods as an integral component informing studio practice. This case study reviews the methods adopted to develop students’ critical reflection on practice. The case study includes a literature review of critical reflective theory informing the choice of approaches adopted by staff, while graduates’ feedback provides insights to contextualise these approaches and their effectiveness.

1.1   Background 

GSA is a small specialist institution (SSI) and independent art school with a student population of 2605 students (session 2022/23) [1], inclusive of undergraduate and postgraduate student populations. Established in 1845, GSA is based in Glasgow, Scotland and is currently ranked 12th in the world for Art and Design education [2]. The Masters’ programmes in Communication Design at GSA offer both a two-year full-time Master of Design in Communication Design and a one-year full-time Master of Design in Illustration. Students on the two-year programme can choose to specialize in Illustration or explore an interdisciplinary practice, while the one-year programme remains discipline-specific. Both programmes share a common studio and are required to engage with critical reflective methods during their study, with the two-year programme having an enhanced period for research, reflection and development.
1.2.  Studio-based Learning Environment


GSA adopts a studio-based learning approach with an emphasis on peer learning. For most of the period discussed, the learning environment has remained studio-based with a brief exception during the COVID-19 pandemic. In the first semester, staff set collaborative projects for students to promote group cohesion and establish a studio culture. This supports students’ sense of belonging and ensures that students engage with collaborative practice, peer learning and material-making from the beginning of their study.
1.3 Practice-led Research Approach

Though there is debate around the definitions of practice-led, practice-based, practice as research and practice research, the term “practice-led research”, as defined by Smith and Dean, best describes the research approach promoted to students on these programmes and is the definition applied throughout this paper.

"that creative work in itself is a form of research and generates detectable research outputs". Secondly, that "creative practice -- the training and specialised knowledge that creative practitioners have and the processes they engage in when they are making art --can lead to specialised research insights which can then be generalised and written up as research" [3]. 

— (Smith & Dean, 2009) 

The Critical Reflective Journal (CRJ) course takes the format of a designed publication informed by reflective journal theory (Moon, 2006) [4] and critical reflection theory defined “as uncovering assumptions through the analysis of one’s practice” (Brookfield, 2017) [5]. The methods and principles of action research (McNiff & Whitehead, 2005) [6] are introduced to students alongside reflective models that include Gibbs, Kolb and Rolfe et al, to support student research and critical reflection on practice. 


2.  Methodology
The framework I selected for my review of the Critical Reflective Journal course is Brookfield’s four-lens framework:

• A literature review of relevant pedagogic theory.
• Engaging in dialogue with students to understand their experience.
• Reflecting on staff’s own experiences as both learners and teachers.
• Discussion with colleagues for further insight.
In addition to Brookfields four-lens framework, I surveyed graduates from the last 10 years on their experience of the course to evaluate if the theory applied to informing the learning activities on the course was effective in achieving the goal of developing students as critically reflective practitioners as defined by Schön [7]. For ethical reasons, graduates were selected, rather than students, to ensure the feedback provided was not influenced by any perceived impact on grades. Thirty-three graduates were invited, with 28 responses received (84.8% response rate). The sample group was representational of a typical student demographic, including typical variations in cultural background, nationality, age and gender.

2.1 Literature Review of Relevant Pedagogic Theory
Jennifer Moon notes “that not all students will engage with critical reflection and without support, reflective journals can simply become an additional chore” [8]. To avoid pseudo-reflection, there is a need for a fluent dialogue between teachers, learners and peers to engage students and help them realise the relevance of a critical reflection to their own learning and practice. Otherwise, students may only comply with the minimum requirements of the reflective tasks and not actually reflect or learn through the process [9].
Students who do engage in critical reflection demonstrate ownership of their learning [10] associated with higher-order thinking as defined in Bloom’s taxonomy [11] and improved academic performance [12]. A reflective practice can also help students to manage anxiety and stress through:

“developing realistic expectations concerning academic demands or changes in their social life”. 
— (Cheng, et al, 2023 cites Brouillette, et al 1999; Morisano, et al 2010; Murray‐Harvey 1999) (QAA Report on Critical Self-Reflection, 2023) [13].

“It is not sufficient simply to have an experience in order to learn. Without reflecting
upon this experience, it may quickly be forgotten, or its learning potential lost” [14].


— (Gibbs, 1988) 
Higgins et al. (2009) [15] note that experiential learning requires reflection in order to integrate experience into future informed action. The critical reflective journal course aims to develop learners who can critically reflect on their experiences to inform future practice as critically reflective practitioners.

There is significant evidence to support the theory that critical reflection benefits students’ learning and academic progress and that critical reflection;
• is closely linked with higher-order thinking skills [10].
• plays an important role in facilitating student transitions. [9]
• helps students make meaning and work with meaning to transform their learning [16].
• helps learners exercise control and take ownership of their learning [17]. 
• can improve academic performance [12].

The Quality Assurance Agency (Scotland) and Scottish Funding Council report on Critical Self-Reflection acknowledges these benefits to student learning and graduate transitions [13].

2.2.  Engaging Students in Dialogue to Understand Their Experience

Most students on the programmes at GSA engage with critical reflection on their studio practice, but not all. Some students still view the CRJ as a retrospective account of their learning or an additional task to their studio practice at the end of their study rather than a live document informing their development. The goal of the staff team over the last 13 years has been to engage a greater percentage of students in genuine critical reflection and to enhance the depth of student reflection. A genuine engagement with critical reflection requires students to understand the relevance to their own learning and practice [9]. To achieve this objective, staff engage students in a dialogue on critical reflection from the beginning of their study, developing student understanding of reflective models in workshops, seminars, peer discussions and set reflective tasks. For many students, this approach has proven effective, but for some students who do not understand or appreciate the relevance of critical reflection to their practice, the CRJ remains a descriptive account of the programme activities.
2.3.  Staff Reflection on Own Learning and Teaching

All staff have completed the Postgraduate Certificate in Learning and Teaching in Art and Design and are able to relate as learners, having applied critically reflective methods in that course. Some are graduates of the programme and have experienced the CRJ course as students. These experiences, along with staff’s prior experience of learning and teaching, feed into team discussions on enhancements to the course and how we plan to further develop student engagement with reflective tasks to inform their practice.
Other institutional mechanisms such as Staff Student Consultative Committee (SSCC) reports, Student Experience Survey (SES) data and external examiners’ reports are also considered for insight into the student experience of the course.
2.4   Discussion with Colleagues for Further Insight
Through a literature review of current critical reflective theory, a series of focused team discussions and student consultation, the following areas were identified as impacting student engagement with critical reflective tasks on the CRJ course:


• a disconnect between research and studio practice
• motivating students to actively engage with reflection
• reflective tasks becoming a chore if not supported
• cultural differences in understanding of reflection
• a lack of any prior critical reflective writing experience

• trust levels among peers impacting the quality of peer feedback
3   Engaging Students in Critical Reflection

To address these challenges, I led the team in developing activities to promote student engagement with critical reflective methods. These were approached as an overall strategy and included the components below;

• Seminars to introduce reflective models to students
• peer reviews and discussion 
• student-led presentations
• Introducing students to research tools in the library
• encouraging students to engage in academic discourse
• requiring students to document and reflect on their learning
• setting reflective writing tasks to develop reflection


Students are introduced to the concept of the CRJ through a series of one-day seminars introducing critically reflective models that include Schön, Kolb, Gibbs, Dewey, and Rolfe et al. alongside other research methods, including action research. Students are encouraged to explore the reflective models as progressive cycles of reflection on their own learning, practice and making.

Peer reviews are used throughout the programmes, employing the reciprocal peer review model as defined by Boud [18]. Peer reviews are student-led, but staff-initiated. The peer reviews provide students with the opportunity to discuss their ideas openly and receive feedback from peers. In cohorts where the trust levels are high, these have developed autonomy beyond the staff-initiated reviews, resulting in work-in-progress exhibitions as a focus for additional peer review and feedback.
“a social aspect to developing creativity in design involves seeking and giving peer feedback. Peer feedback and critique is integral to the creativity of designers” [19].

(Budge, Beale & Lynas, 2013)  

The ‘wall of inspiration’ is an approach developed to support peer learning, develop a studio culture and encourage academic discourse among students. Students are assigned an artist, designer or illustrator to research, requiring students to find a key image and quote that represents the illustrator’s work and ideas. These are then presented to the group as a pin-up exhibition in the studio. Students are invited to add notes with comments, references and insights following the presentations. These remain on the wall following the presentations to allow students to further explore and make links with ways of making, approach, meaning and historical context. This helps to expand student knowledge of both contemporary and historical illustration practice.
In response to staff observing student research being over-reliant on internet sources following the pandemic, I led the teaching team in collaboration with the Library Services (LS) in setting research tasks that required students to engage with the physical resources in the library in conjunction with online resources. References provided to students adopted an inclusive approach, promoting diversity through the recommended reading list and secondary sources provided. This intervention supported students in developing their research with an understanding of the contemporary and historical context in which the work was created. Previously, students had sourced images from Instagram or other social media sources removed from any contextual information of the source, context or author.
Publication Club is an extra-curricular activity for students in Communication Design. Staff and students collaborate to produce a themed publication. PubClub is highlighted in the external examiner’s report, 2023, as good practice, supporting “Professional Practice…and critical investigation and enquiry” for students and forms a focus for academic discourse for students on the undergraduate and postgraduate programmes in Communication Design. Further academic discourse was supported through visiting speakers from industry to connect students’ study to practice.
Padlet was used as a visual and textual repository for research references and reflective exercises. Students were encouraged to engage with Padlet as a ‘live’ document informing their studio practice. This provided a record for further reflection and for students to make links in their learning. It also provided a record of the students’ learning to support written components such as the critical reflection journal.
I supported staff in developing an approach that included the use of readers to encourage students to be more explorative in their research and make connections that were non-linear. A 'Reader' is defined as a book of collected or assorted writings related in theme, authorship or instructive purpose. These could be visually or conceptually driven through a conditional approach. This allowed students to expand their research and compile it in a small publication for further reflection and reference.
Reflective writing tasks and workshops were introduced to develop students’ understanding of critically reflective writing. This included individual tasks requiring a response posted to Padlet for future reflection and review by staff and peers. Collaborative workshops focused on a more discursive approach through peer discussions analysing the differences between descriptive and reflective accounts of the same event. These tasks were set in existing models for reflection such as Moon’s ‘Footsteps’ and ‘The Park’ exercises [8]. To avoid students immediately relying on internet sources for an unfamiliar task, students were asked to reflect on everyday events that were personal and required the students to reflect on their own actions and consider what they might do differently in future. Previously, moving straight to critical reflection on the student’s own practice had been problematic. Some students grasped the concepts of critical reflection, while others continued to struggle with written tasks, remaining largely descriptive rather than reflective. The projects provided a bridge for students to understand the concepts and develop familiarity with the processes, and methods of critical reflection before engaging in critical reflection on their own practice.
4   Evaluation of Effectiveness
To assess the effectiveness of these approaches staff looked at how critical reflection could be evidenced in developing studio practice. This was based on what relevant pedagogic theory and research on critical reflection indicated should be present when students genuinely engaged in critically reflective practice. It also considered staff observation of critical reflection on studio practice in tutorials, student presentations, assessments and student academic progress, noting the depth of research and application of critical reflection informing practice. The third method of evaluating effectiveness was a graduate survey of their experience of the CRJ course. Though the course had evolved over a period of 10 years, core elements remained consistent. Graduates were asked to share their experience of the course, providing a check against what the critical reflective theory indicated should be present, what staff believed they observed and the actual student experience of learning and understanding critical reflective methods. This process aligns with Brookfields’ four-lens framework.

Aspects that staff identified as indicators of effective engagement with critical reflection informing practice included:

• deeper understanding of student’s own learning processes
• increased awareness of the appropriate use of processes and methods
• reflection in making through the iterative testing of ideas and processes
• rigorous interrogation of secondary research
• improved ability to analyse and evaluate own and others’ practice.
• effective documenting of learning experiences and continued reflection
• synthesis of research informing ideas in own practice
Staff observed these indicators were more evident when students took ownership of their learning and engaged in critical reflection to inform their studio practice, with some variation in the depth of critical reflection consistent with any cohort of students. The contrast with students who did not engage in critical reflection was equally evident in the limited presence or absence of these indicators.

The graduate survey confirmed the effectiveness of the strategic approaches developed by the staff team to implement critically reflective pedagogic theory to support student learning on the CRJ course.

• 64% of graduates stated that prior to studying at GSA they had no previous experience of critically reflective methods in their prior learning. The CRJ course introduced students to critical reflective methods with 75% of graduates stating they had established a critically reflective practice by the end of the course. This demonstrates a significant shift and engagement with critically reflective methods because of the CRJ course.
• 71% of graduates stated that critical reflection had helped them establish an authorial practice as critically reflective practitioners by the end of the course.

• Staff encouraged students to reflect on all aspects of their practice, research and learning by recording textual and visual reflections. Students were asked to revisit their initial reflections to explore further connections with their research. 50% of graduates stated they journaled weekly, and 14% of graduates stated they journaled daily. 25% of graduates revisited their reflections frequently with 54% of graduates revisiting their original reflections occasionally for further depth of reflection.

• 75% of graduates stated the CRJ course had helped them to take ownership of their own learning and develop their organisational skills through setting realistic goals. This was evident with 78% of graduates stating that critical reflection had assisted their transition to work or further study. 

Several graduates identified critical reflection as informing all aspects of their life and professional practice following graduation as critically reflective practitioners. 

“I think learning processes of reflection is really important towards developing an effective and enjoyable professional design practice.”

- Graduate
5.   Conclusion

In conclusion, there is substantial evidence that applying critical reflective methods detailed in the literature review is beneficial to the development of student learning. The strategic application of this theory in the development of the CRJ course by the teaching team and the confirmation of the effectiveness of these strategies through the graduate survey demonstrates that critically reflective methods develop:

• students who can translate their learning to further study.

• self-reflective practitioners who can adapt to change.

• social commentators and critics.

• curators, facilitators, and collaborators who can work with others.

• inventors, innovators, and independent thinkers.

• graduates with a strong sense of authorial practice.
Critical reflective methods inform studio practice and promote an authorial practice for those students who recognise the relevance to their studio practice and genuinely engage with critical reflection. This is acknowledged in the external examiner’s report 2024.

“For students committed to the opportunities offered on the programme there is real scope to excel. The highest achieving student this year aspires to continue their research into PhD, which is exciting”. 

— External Examiner, 2024
This paper acknowledges discussion over the last 20 years regarding criticality in the field of illustration [20], [21], [22], and the response of the illustration community to promote subject-specific critical discourse in illustration [23], [24]. Within this context, there is an opportunity to develop students as critically reflective practitioners equipped to forge an authorial practice and develop subject-specific research, while responding to rapid change and the expanding field of practice [25]. Through engaging in critical reflection and academic discourse with both academics and practitioners, there is potential for illustration to continue to create meaningful work that retains its relevance to society.
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