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Abstract

This paper explores ongoing interests in the i@batiip between fine art and technology
alongside linkages with learning and teaching, ifigatly the place of the virtual in relation
to studio practice, and a search for what Penn§4pBas coined, as the ‘missing pieces’
between art and technology. While Virtual Learnirgvironments are increasingly important
educational spaces, it is still necessary to ddfme the virtual supports the needs of
individuals asmakers, with virtual space offering both a site and pescor the production
of work. This paper considers the potential ofitliial within the context of learning and
teaching, as a unique, dynamic site for productihin fine art practice and studio
teaching, through which individuatsake, exchange andreflect as practitioners. It also
reflects on how we might extend the role of théudl in terms of theeal, by means of its
relationship to the studio.

In search of the ‘missing pieces’

“A diverse range of new digital cultural practicGe® currently emerging. This

cultural change demands new types of educatiomgirpams” that “will combine
existing disciplines in new ways and [...] includesnemerging contexts, new

techniques and new practices” (Penny, 2004).

Writing about the rapid changes being experienoeatigital technologies, Penny (2004) suggestsdtatation
has to adapt and grow to absorb and develop thénpal within existing processes and practicesnpeargues
strongly that unless a wider body of disciplined gractitioners within institutions engage withstipiotential,
new technologies - including the virtual - will ard a two cultures syndrome”, and an “ad-hoc” existence in
the life of institutions (lbid.)

In the case of art and design education, or mozeifipally fine art studio practice, tensions bednwehevirtual
and thereal seem to form part of the dilemma/s facing many ar&gtitioners/educators in considering how to
extend new technologies, such as the virtual, lation to studio practice. This paper aims to eegagh some
of these tensions by examining ways in which tieugi might relate to the studio and indeed enhamaetice
within this space. It introduces three publicly esible, in-progress, learning and teaching prejediated
within the School of Fine Art at The Glasgow SchobArt, by which studentsiake, exchange andreflect as
practitioners on their development. As the impartaaf context permeates the work of contemporary
practitioners, the aims of this paper are to carsidrange of ways of supporting students to engaigle the
virtual as an opportunity for individualising le@mg spaces, both in terms of appearance and coiateshthow
the space of the virtual becomes a context foryetion that offers students different approachesaging and
dissemination.

The projects discussed here cover both undergraqu&) and postgraduate programmes (PG) — UG stam f
Sculpture and environmental art (SEA) and PG frodesa media Masters course. These include;

» The Dynamic Project Brief (UG)
* First Year Fine Art (SEA) Studio blog (UG)
» The Post Graduate New Media weblog (PG)

As well as reflections on the limitations of thetwal - and the studio — discussion of these ptejaims to
open up what the potential of studio/VLE innovatianight be in terms of possible future learning tathing



programmes that might extend the role of the virimaugh its relationshifo the studio. It will also allow
consideration of opportunities for the developnafrassessment.

Before entering into theissing pieces, a brief word on the nature of this essay. As smmeevhose main
preoccupation is the studio, as an active spapeddgogy and practice, the approach here is tepras much
visual insight to the projects discussed as passifioumans (2003) has described this approaclkiag af
“visual essay”, more attuned to the nature of ad design practice.

The Virtual and the Real

“Art and design education promotes learning andhizgy as an active exchange of
intellectual and technical expertise and strivegrtivide an academic environment
in which this can achieved” (School of fine artDB).

At The Glasgow School of Art, and across most adt design education, it is often noted that leayminthe
studio islearning made visible. As Project zero researchersuch as Seidel and Gardner might suggest, this
happens through forms dbécumentation or presentation of thinking (S&eoject zero). However, this paper
aims to presentisible learning as ways that studentsake, critique andreflect both privately but importantly
publicly, as the processes and products of learmiagnanifest and shared in tigal space of the studio.
Learning in the studio aims fovide opportunity for students to experience @ssfonal practice, particularly
in relation to working alongside others, experiegca critical and supportive environment as pa# sfrong
sense of community. As studio based educationviteith to enter into and use VLEs as part of thigriing
experience, there is a need to look at the mettiwdsare used in the studio, in order to identifiatvs key and
how these processes reladehave meaningithin andextend the potential of the virtual.

Learning in the studio: cause and effect

The cause and effect project is delivered in term 1 of First year faue, when students have just arrived in the
subject area. It takes place in a large open sgmhoe, some 2,000 square feet in dimension, imgtwer 30
students in a communal making activity that requiveth individual responsibility, alongside shared
negotiations and discussion. The aims of this pt@ee to allow students to understand that aarade they
are not isolated and as a student of art they tibange to be reliant on solely their own imaginaténd ability
to resolve problems. This allows the student tdtseparameters of the difficulty of the problenbtsolved,
however, work together to resolve tlm'r'ExhI others.
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Fig.1 Images from ‘Cause and Effect’ studio project



Working in small groups of 3-4, students are settffsk of resourcing the project, initially througlhind
materials and objects, that are used to devisewaade a chain of reactions, where each evenggeted by
the previous and in turn generates the next. Togris discussed in the context of practitiorsersh as
Fischli and Weiss (1987), where collaboration ieesled to a group/s, in charge of the developmieat o
discrete event. However, as part of a chain, itireg that each group negotiates with those ‘b&tord ‘after’
in order to resolve how their part in the actiolates to one another, with the aim of the wholeknarming to
together as a live and public performance, whidhegquence chains together. As well as the need fo
individuals within each small group to help one thro problem-solve, groups have to then negotiaeem
widely, listening, responding and adapting to theds of others. While this allows students to foyegd
individual skills, it also enables them to sharpanience and support one another. As the procéssnaies in
a live public eventsuccess relies not only on the ingenuity of the problenivéay approaches but on
communication — as the different ‘takes’ in Figsignal, a lot can and does go wrong and the pragec
centered on this as part of the learning experience

At the same time as this kind of work is develogmthe studio, we are also amidst developments ofdleeof
VLEs as part of the learning experience. In theadsThe Glasgow School of Art, Blackboard, hagntly
been acquired. It is interesting to view the stadministrative appearance of Blackboard’s fileicablike
presentation (See Fig. 2.).
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Fig. 2 Blackboard screen grab.

This is in sharp contrast to Fig. 1, which relays tisual and performative dynamic of many studimgzts. As
a practitioner, concerned with how the virtual tefato the studio, these contrasts raise key qumssés to what
benefits a virtual learning environment might hémestudents? How might the virtual support andasde
studio based experiences? How can the virtualgbudlentsn and can it create as powerful learning
opportunities as the studio?

While considerable research has been undertakethatrole of technology in breaking down learners’
isolation, particularly socially and demographiggee Open university), and while much cotempopaagtice
is relational and communal (Papastergiadis, 20@6riBaud, 2002), interest here was to engage \uith t
potential of the relation of this communal practjoéthe studioYo andalongside the virtual. The following
projects, lay out some practice-based responsefyhta address this potential.



The Dynamic Project Brief

Presented by this challenge and through the dereapof research undertaken into other approachieet
place of the virtual in studio based practice athdcation (Cosgrove, 2001), the question becametbawoid
allowing the VLE to become onlygarking lot for word documents and PDFs, but a dynamic sitecamtext
for the making, sharing andproduction of work. One of the crucial learning and teachiogjs in the studio that
helps students (and staff) to make sense of whatoyes theProject brief. This is what sets out the programme
of study for the student. However, despite the tamé work that would go into preparing the projaief,
experience showed us that the student would mtest ofad it, fold it and then put in their pockesketch
book, therefore only engaging with the learningcoutes and expectations for a very short periodrad.tin
order to stimulate a longer engagement with thetistppoint and aims of the project, opportunitiétered by
the dynamic potential of the VLE offered a way ofrdy this. Working with Web2 tools - which aredrand
publicly accessible - we began to explore how teropp the potential for students to gain wider kiedlge of
the subject through the use of blogs and Wikisleieelop a project brief that would exist on the V&t only
as a straightforward download but as a dynamidsiteself.
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Fig. 3 The dynamic project brief

A template was created using a simple bloggingiegtibn ¢ext pattern), which allowed First year staff to
create web-based project briefs with all of thecfionality of a small website (See Fig. 3). Thisswhen placed
inside the institution’s own VLE template, allowistaff to create avenues into deeper areas of resdor
students without being overly prescriptive. E&gmamic project brief may contain as many as 30 hypertext or
image links, providing a rich research resourcestadents to traverses the diversity of informatwailable

via the internet. As well as opening up a more dyioaspace, it also allowed us to bring a commoucstire to
the way that we delivered tiiR¥oject briefs, creating fields for learning outcomes, titlesta® dates and times.
In this way, the common layout or architecture é@@lis to establish an admin area in which staidfcto
archive, store and share the history of the prograrthrough a much richer resource.
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Fig. 4 The Dynamic project brief admin area

As the template generates the URL to paste intokBlaard, it allowed us to seamlessly embedXinsamic
project brief within the confines of the more prescriptive, amgie appearance and functionality of the VLE.
As well as recognising how such a resource mightkehe student experience, this initial step ithe
studio/virtual relation, also allowed the produntiof tools and support for staff to work througmht many of
whom had little experience of this area or languagjghough not designed or put forward as Profasal
development, the simplicity of the tools, and thptace agart of an existing need to develogPeoject brief,
helped bring staff into and equip them to work witthe realm of the virtual in new ways (For fuath
discussion on the need for other forms of relevsuittject specific professional development in &nea see
Futurelab).

The Dynamic project brief shows one way of more creatively and imaginatiyetyiding students with

guidance through a project, which at the same tiraates a richness that holds attention for loagaheyuse

the project brief as laub for exploring the internet and developing furthesearch. As educators, there is added
benefit, in that we can now see many of the refererirom within the brief appearing in studentgtskbooks
and research folders.

However, the issue that arose from this projectiag do students upload to secure VLEs such askBterd
and how — as educators - do you encourage stuttew@nt to do so? In First year fine art, a spaceHe

visibility of the students’ voice that would hetpake visible their critical engagement within that space became
the next aim in establishing an even more dynaiteg ieflective of how students were interactinghvihe
programme of learning.

The SEA studio blog
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Fig. 5 The Sculpture and environmental art stud&earch blog

Concern to develop students’ interaction with Eymamic project brief, led to the development of a subject
area blog. Again, devised using simple Web2 todisthis case blogger - like thi&ynamic project brief, the
weblog acted as a hub for all of the students erptbgramme. The SEA studio blajowed students to use
the weblog as a focus for sharing and gaining hidig how others were responding to and tacklirgpitoject
brief, as well as disseminating the interests asearch that they were developing through the groje
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Fig. 6 A student studio blog

As students reflected on learning and shared ttedlgetions with others, what began to emerge ftiois

engagement with the virtual or the blog was moamttine rendering of an on-line or virtual resegochinal. As
part of the SEA studio programme, students arewaged to go outwith the institution and make waifksite.
Even though staff are aware of what the studeabilsg when they are out of the studio, there Ikatlistance.
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Fig. 7 Blog by student working in the landscape

However, as can be seen in Fig. 7 these differagswand sites of working were supported by the.dlothis
case a student who worked with natural materiatheérlandscape (and hadn't initially shown inteiast
blogging or new media technologies), suddenly fotlnad thevirtual gave greater freedom to work in this way.
As the student wrote:

“This blogging ideas was designed for people, fite It has kept me a lot more
organised and top of my work. I'm always out of #hedio working, (and this)
allows others to look at my work and give advice.”

As the project progressed and blogging increadedf the students used the blog in very differeays in
relation to the project. For some, it was as aptase for documentation of work, building up arigsual
resource of images. For others, it was used aa@edp test out critical thinking, actively invigirdialogue and
conversation around thinking, ideas, concepts hedrtes. The blog often became a space for stutteneflect
on their own practice and on the learning/teackeimgronment of critical feedback sessions. In theflective
instances, the blog provided a space for students-process and share discussion and dialogué atbat had
been raised and discussed during these sessiotise Adlowing student entry demonstrates:

“Critical feedback sessions. Two-day crits for gvetudent’s final pieces. Feedback
from students...contemplating how an artist/studentareate a piece of work,
naive to how deeply and intelligently it can ‘a@githlly’ be interpreted. Does that
invalidate it? How do these strong pieces develdpNOUT the deep
understanding from the artist? Are our projectiohmeaning into the work
enough? Does that mean anything can be ‘art’? @mesart the balance of
understanding how form and content affect the viewdthough artists can NEVER
fully control interpretation...”

As more students began to develop image basecefiadtive texts, staff were able to see and makengent
on how a student was working, providing links thestareas of interest to help contextualise theictce. As
the reflexive element of the blog and the poterstiad immediacy of response to work as it was pogted,
greater and ongoing insight to students’ progressvehat they were doing outwith the studio, was enad
possible. However, in addition to these diversgsaaf engaging - developed by the student themseltge



studio blog also became a platform or showcaseesjgathe realisation of new works. Here, as casdmn in
Fig.8, students used the virtual and its assatittels as a site for new processes of making agskptation
via very simple animations that relate to and ed¢ehforms of drawing and photography, given a frtnd

new life on the site of the VLE.
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Fig. 8 Student animation on the blog

New media weblog

As joint coordinator of a Masters course in New iragHow developments between practice and thealirtu
translated into postgraduate study became a cotcenxplore. The New media course had been constiuo
look at technologies essentially from a theorefeakpective. However, through an interest in editenthe
studio dynamic, a practical dimension that involirachersionin media and technology was also developed.
While the course still operates in ttlassic postgraduate trajectory of readings, seminars &sulissions
around specific texts, the development of a deditahd public New media web site gave studentsesjpagse
a personal blog as a reflective journal come sketok for the course. In addition to the benefitsazienced as
part of previous weblogs, in allowing ongoing linkish and feedbactko students, (who, although attending
courses in the institution, due to the once a weelle of attendance, are essentially studyingdédtance), this
opened up further learning and teaching opporesitRather than revert to the traditional modénefessay as
assignment, students are asked to submit a séré®n articles, which are posted live to the aitagreed and
stated times throughout the 10 week duration oftiget course. The articles are 300 words in leagthhave
to make reference to the students’ growing undedsta of critical debate within the territory of Nemedia.
Each article has to have a minimum amount of hgpérnd image links and reference provided textisather
academic journals in the appropriate manner.
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Fig. 9 New media blog

As can be seen in Figs. 9-10, again this createardic and rich reflection. In this instance we hbstsite on
one of our own servers to ensure the safety ohsisessable material. The very first posting otlasgiby
students at these agreed time-slots was a quiteiagnaoment to witness. During the evening of tag df the
first submission, a whole host of articles weretpdswith all of those submitting instantly see@arh other’s
work; again, sharing andaking learning visible. This is not something that is traditionally paft history of
art or theoretical studies programme, but edgeseclm the studio, in its visibility of practicedaim progress
thinking. Not only were students experiencing amidiacy and access to what they and others haditsetym
they — and others from within and outwith the ingion - were able to make comment on and feedbmacoke
another, decreasing the time between submissiassijnments and critical feedback. In relatioretoing
and teaching, students not only experienced newmsnebassessment and feedback, but the very pudlice

of the internet and the New media site meant thatesits became acutely aware of the responsibilitiie
personal within thepublic that went with this visibility.
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These projects are currently providing the buildihacks for further research and development thatstigates
through practice, how the methods of the studio\Alnl might combine and interact to create new maes
spaces of learning and assessment and importaitdyg,for the production of work. This is not a anay
process - the VLE is being developed in respdasiee studio, however, it alsmlds to the learning space. What
so often appears to happen in the studio is thstuaents become so involved or immersed in theyman
instances of problem-solving and points of makirggtion, these moments of progression or tangants i
thinking and making are not recorded or sharedntvappearing in a sketchbook, the detail apptal®e more
often there for the individual than a wider groWghat theseirtual projects introduce are ways of building on
the studio, where learning is made visible, anchepg the potential of the VLE to allow the actiafishe
studio -reflection, sharing, making andcommunality — to take shape in another space and form. Mane tthis,
as Penny (2004) suggests, if the studio and VLEax@k hand in hand, where studio-based practidg tru
embraces the potential of “combining existing gines” with “new emerging contexts, new techniqaad
new practices”, they can become an even more foWeol for learning and the sharing of learning
experiences.
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