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Request to extend the duration of the MFA Photography from 18 months to 24 months 
 
The MFA Photography was successfully revalidated as part of Revalidation Unit 2A: 
Photography (PG) in December 2013.  The Course Team proposes to extend the duration of 
the programme from 18 months (3 semesters) to 24 months (4 semesters).   
 
In the search for enhancement of the student learning experience the course team has 
developed key resources and maximised specialist input in the areas of common concern 
throughout the revalidation process. These include the areas of: 
 

• professional practice 
• the option for postgraduate diploma  
• writing and research  

The course has been delivered now for four years and three cohorts have graduated with an 
MFA Degree in Photography. A range of factors has served to highlight these areas of common 
concern and has driven course changes:  
 

• Experience of delivery  
• Feedback from students through course committees and staff student consultative 

meetings  
• Feedback from external examiner  
• Feedback from visiting professionals and employers  
• Development of modules in response to staff research  

During the revalidation process the course team has considered the MFA structure of 240 
credits adopted by other courses in the School and feel it will further enhance the programme, 
especially in relation to the areas listed above. Its delivery will be extended from 18months to 
24months and its credit points from 180 to 240. This allows the course team to deliver the 
Masters Project module over two semesters instead of one thereby strengthening the delivery of 
the module and the ability of the student to build a substantial professional Masters Project. It 
also allows the course team to develop a stronger professional practice element within the final 
Masters Project module.  

 
Within the Masters Project module final submission has traditionally been in the form of a 
portfolio and dissertation at the end of semester three. Within the 24month structure a final 
exhibition would be included in the final evaluation, at the end of semester four. As a result the 
Contemporary Contexts module, delivered in semester two of year one, could thereby be re-
structured to focus more specifically on experimentation and risk-taking, with the ‘Interim Show’ 
providing the opportunity to question rather than professionally resolve. This will further serve to 
“facilitate the development of self- and peer-assessment skills and reflection on learning, to 
enable students to progressively take more responsibility for their own learning, and to inspire a 
lifelong capacity to learn” (University of Ulster, Programme Approval, Management And Review 
Handbook, 2013, p.57)1. The ‘time and effort’ (University of Ulster, Handbook, 2013, p.57)2 

1 University of Ulster. Programme Approval, Management And Review Handbook (2013) Principles of Assessment and 
Feedback for Learning, Principle 6. Coleraine. 

                                            



devoted to this ‘Interim Show’ will strengthen the student’s ability to learn by doing and will feed 
forward into the final exhibition at the end of semester four.  

 
Within both professional contexts students develop supportive professional/learning 
partnerships/communities, amongst and between students, staff and key industry professionals, 
to engender mutual respect and trust. This “provides transformative, high quality, learning 
experiences through the promotion of meaningful staff student partnerships that engender a 
shared responsibility” (University of Ulster, Learning and Teaching Strategy, 2013/14 – 2017/18, 
p.4)3.  
 
In particular, the 24month model will also enable postgraduate students to benefit from teaching 
experience through a teaching assistant programme, which will “encourage interaction and 
dialogue around learning and professional practice (student-student, lecturer-student and 
lecturer-lecturer) including supporting the development of student learning groups and peer 
learning communities” (University of Ulster, Handbook, 2013, p.57)4.  Additionally, feedback 
from our American students indicates that a two-year MFA would be more attractive to a North 
American market. In the U.S., 2/3year MFA degrees plus a programme of teaching 
assistantships are typical, with the MFA defined as a terminal degree in studio practice and the 
equivalent of a PhD qualification. This MFA in Photography is the only Masters Degree in 
Photography in Ireland, fulfilling the needs of students from the island of Ireland as well as those 
from abroad, wishing to locate their post-graduate photographic research in this very special, 
geographical location. 

 
At Revalidation the panel recommended that consideration be given to introducing a 
Postgraduate Diploma as a mid-point exit award. This is something that has been considered 
within the 18month structure, so as to provide learning opportunities to a more diverse sector of 
the population, but it has not been possible due to the short duration of the course. The 
extension of the course from 18 months to 24 months would allow us to develop such a mid-
point exit award. The MFA Photography programme is based on a newly revised modular 
structure across four semesters leading to the degree of MFA in Photography. The course 
curriculum is guided by the Criteria for Validation set down by the University of Ulster. The 
Learning Outcomes of various modules also aim to meet and exceed the benchmarks 
requirements for the subject. These criteria set out the minimum levels of awareness, 
knowledge, understanding and ability that students of art & design must acquire at Masters 
level. This course aims to provide students with more than the minimum requirements.  

 
The module structure is intentionally prescriptive in semester one, broadening in semester two 
to enable students to identify their subject focus and develop key strengths. By semester four 
they will have established a professional and critical direction that has been individually 
negotiated. An exit point at the end of semester two would provide students with the essential 
knowledge base and skill set to practice as a professional photographer. At this point students 
would obtain the exit award of a Postgraduate Diploma, an award that acknowledges the 
acquisition of a certain level of knowledge and skill but without the resolution of a Master’s 
Project. At the end of semester four, upon completion of the Master’s Project, students will 
obtain the award of Master of Fine Art Degree.  
 
With regard to writing and research the course team believes that the 24month structure will 
significantly strengthen the development of research in the form of a dissertation that supports 
practice. The production of a rigorous written contextualisation for practice requires an equally 
significant time frame of 24months. Here the MFA in Photography will not replace a PhD 

2 University of Ulster. Programme Approval, Management And Review Handbook (2013) Principles of Assessment and 
Feedback for Learning, Principle 2. Coleraine. 
3 University of Ulster. Learning and Teaching Strategy (2013/14 – 2017/18) Strategic Aim 2. Coleraine. 
4 University of Ulster. Programme Approval, Management And Review Handbook (2013) Principles of Assessment and 
Feedback for Learning, Principle 7. Coleraine. 
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qualification but rather will serve as a platform from which gradates may transition to further PhD 
study, building a research-led career in academia and/or the professional art world. Our vision 
for the future of the MFA in Photography Degree includes the strengthening of writing, which 
supports and extends practice. This has been commended by Anna Fox, our current external 
examiner, who has acknowledged the strength of this relationship and the potential for the 
development of research clusters within the MFA and PhD programmes, as specialist strands of 
research specific to this course and this geographic location begin to emerge within the post 
graduate cohort. 
 
Ultimately we believe that the proposed extended duration of the programme from 18months to 
24months will strengthen the development of graduates who are exemplars of Ulster’s vision of 
“leading in the provision of professional education for professional life” (University of Ulster, 
Handbook, 2013, p.55)5.  The current 18 month structure does not allow for the students to 
place their practice within a contemporary professional context. The strengthening of the course 
structure through the development of a postgraduate diploma, alongside the expansion of 
research and the development of a particular professional practice element, with final exhibition, 
will close this gap “between current and desired performance” (University of Ulster, Handbook, 
2013, p.57)6, whereby students may challenge their practice within professional contexts and a 
more substantial time frame of 24 months.   

 
Within this new 24-month model MFA Photography Graduates are more likely to demonstrate:  

 
• subject-specific knowledge and skills informed by current research and 

professional/vocational practice.  
• flexibility, creativity and an entrepreneurial approach to problem solving.  
• self-confidence, global citizenship, appreciation of sustainability matters, ethical 

leadership, and a commitment to life-wide learning, professionalism and employability.  
• effective collaborative working, communication skills and the capacity for reflective 

practice, including the ability to give and receive feedback.  

These qualities reflect what is expected at the highest level from University of Ulster graduates. 
 

 
 
 
Ms Ailbhe Greaney 
Revalidation Unit Co-ordinator 
School of Art and Design 
25 March 2014 

5 University of Ulster. Programme Approval, Management And Review Handbook (2013) Graduate Qualities, Coleraine. 
6 University of Ulster. Programme Approval, Management And Review Handbook (2013) Principles of Assessment and 
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