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UNIVERSITY OF ULSTER 

TEACHING AND LEARNING COMMITTEE 
28 March 2012 

VARIATIONS AND DEPARTURES FROM THE UNIVERSITY’S REGULATORY 
FRAMEWORK 

FACULTY OF ART, DESIGN AND THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

Subject Unit 2Cb2 Fine Art: 

BA Hons Fine Art - Proposed 80 Credit module in Level 6 (Studio practice 5) 

Background 

The BA Hons Fine Art course was evaluated within Subject Unit 2Cb2 on 9 
December 2011. This programme of study proposed the introduction of a new level 6 
structure consisting of two 20 credit modules and one long 80 credit module.   

Proposed Structure Level 6: 

Level 6: Semester 1 Level 6: Semester 2 
Studio Practice 5 
80 credits 
History and Theory 5: Dissertation 
20 credits 

Professional Practice 3 
20 credits 

 

The evaluation/revalidation panel recommended as follows: 

“In respect of the proposed 80 credit point module, that the Faculty/School brings 
forward a stronger rationale and evidence for the introduction of the 80 credit point 
module in the final year that meets the regulatory environment of the University. 
Given the strong arguments that the Panel heard during discussions, it considers this 
proposal as innovative and would be strongly supportive of the initiative.” 
 
In response, the Faculty outlines the rationale and evidence for the introduction of 
the new 80 credit module.  
 
1. Rationale for change  
 
The Evaluation/Revalidation process provided the opportunity for the Fine Art course 
team to fulfil its longstanding ambition to review the structure of two sequential 40 
credit Studio Practice modules in level 6 and to develop a large two semester 80 
credit Studio Practice module. This proposed new module addresses the limitations 
and difficulties experienced in the 40/40 structure and will improve the coherence 
and richness of student engagement with the subject; teaching, learning and 
assessment practices; distribution of workload (staff and student); and the overall 
standards and competitiveness of the course. The 80 credit module environment will 
enable students to work more ambitiously and therefore it is anticipated that our 
overall standards will improve. A confident, practice centred Fine Art course will be 
attractive to students and will compete with equivalent ambitious courses in the UK. 
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The design of the 80 credit module is informed by the wide experience, training and 
knowledge of the staff team (who have taught and are external examiners on 
courses of comparable structure); student feedback; longstanding discussions with 
Fine Art external examiners about the difficulties (to resources and student learning) 
created by the 40/40 module structure; and the desire to make Fine Art education in 
Ulster mature, ambitious and competitive.  
 
2. Other Considerations 
 

2.1 Ethos and best practice in the Subject  
The 80 credit module creates a working environment in which a student develops a 
high level of personal responsibility and develops the independence and self-
motivation required to negotiate a working life within the arts. In the final year/level 6 
of the Fine Art undergraduate degree, each student engages in a personal art 
practice, which has been established in preceding levels of study. This 80 credit 
module enables each student to pursue the development of a body of artwork 
through sustained, ambitious and consistent practice culminating in the degree show 
exhibition. The 80 credit module provides the time, space, affirmation and challenge 
that cultivates deep student learning, experimentation, creative risk taking, 
confidence and personal responsibility necessary at this level of art education. The 
Fine Art course necessarily embraces the diversity of types of practice current within 
professional international art practice – from contemporary practices rooted in 
traditional material processes and disciplines, to site-specific, social and conceptual 
art activities; this 80 credit module creates a more equitable learning and 
assessment environment for this type of diversity. The final holistic assessment of 
the degree show reflects the culmination of understanding and achievement of each 
student through their personal art practice. It is an appropriate preparation for 
postgraduate study in Fine Art and for independent practice as an artist.   
 

2.2 Consistency of Approach across the sector, other HEIs 
The proposed two semester module is in line with national trends in undergraduate 
Fine Art education. Many equivalent and leading undergraduate Fine Art courses 
include final year modules of 80 to 120 credits which have proved effective and 
successful structures: e.g. at Nottingham Trent University; Duncan of Jordanstone, 
Dundee; Sheffield Hallam University, Dublin Institute of Technology (see Appendix 
3). Leading non-modular undergraduate Fine Art courses with equivalent final 
degree show assessment weightings ranging between 75-100%, include Glasgow 
School of Art, Ruskin College of Fine Art, Oxford University, Slade School of Fine 
Art, University College London, Goldsmiths College, University of London and in 
Ireland the National College of Art and Design. 

2.3 Constructive alignment according to HEA policy 
Student feedback has indicated that the previous 40 credit assessment point at the 
end of semester one disrupted the continuity, momentum and development of 
students’ art practices. This stop/start approach truncated their learning. The 80 
credit module is student centred and enables the deep learning necessary to achieve 
the learning outcomes of the undergraduate Fine Art course. The constructive 
alignment of the learning and assessment structure with the learning outcomes is 
directly in line with current HEA policy on curriculum design and cultivates a culture 
of learning and assessment founded on informed staff/student dialogue.  
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Key formative feedback mechanisms in the 80 credit module, which include the 
Interim Review and Studio Critiques, follow the principles of constructive alignment. 
In the mid year Interim Review staff time and attention will be focussed on rigorous 
formative feedback, enabling students to understand more constructively their level 
of achievement of the expected learning outcomes of the programme at this key 
stage. (See Appendix 1 for a fuller discussion of the module design and its 
constructive alignment.)  

2.4 External examiners 
All recent Fine Art external examiners have observed that the final year module and 
assessment structure in Fine and Applied Arts was problematic for learning about 
Fine Art production; that the major assessment point at the end of semester one 
created an unnecessary demand on resources; that it led to over-assessment; and 
that it was not appropriate to finalise marks for the final degree mark when the 
students were only at a midway point of their development and achievement. 

E.g. “The thorough nature of the assessments especially at the end of semester one 
does create an exceptionally heavy work load for staff and in a sense disrupts the 
flow of the year.” John Aiken 2010/11 Professor, Slade School of Art, U.C.L 

“The use of separate modules in the final year of a practice based discipline can 
prove problematic. There may be a case to be made to amalgamate the studio 
modules and Critical Presentation into one long module where each area could act 
as a component/element within a larger module. This has been the case in recent 
final year course design in Ireland.” Brian Fay 2010/11 Dublin Institute of Technology 
(see additional comments – Appendix 3) 

 2.5 The structure of the Master of Fine Art final year 120 credit module 
This proposed 80 credit module in the final year is consistent with the philosophy and 
practice of the final year of the Master of Fine Art at Ulster, which includes a final 
year Public Output module (120 credits). The final years of both Fine Art 
programmes (undergraduate and postgraduate) are centred on the broad principle of 
the development of a body of art through personal practice. Equivalent structures are 
shared by the majority of postgraduate Fine Art courses in UK and Ireland. Hence 
the proposed 80 credit module prepares students for the learning environment of 
postgraduate Fine Art courses and in some cases, for progression to PhD study. The 
MFA also offers a precedent for a variation in assessment regulations to deal with 
failure in final year. (See below in point 4) 

2.6 Preparation in second year / level 5 
The proposed new structure for level 6 has been developed in relation to the overall 
structure and content of the course. By the final year/level 6 a student will have spent 
two academic years/levels establishing their own art practice. Successful completion 
of second year/level 5 will prepare students to work with maturity, rigour, self-
management and self-reflection (see Appendix 2). During level 5 Studio Practice 
modules students will have experienced presenting artworks in exhibition form; and 
within Professional Practice 2 students will have explored how to articulate their 
positions as artists through artist’s talks, statements and portfolios. These provide 
the necessary key skills, knowledge and understanding for progression through the 
80 credit module. 
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3. Proposed Level 6 80 Credit Module: Formative Assessment + Feedback 
 
Studio Practice 5 is the final studio practice module on the Fine Art course. It 
requires the student to work ambitiously and critically as an artist and thinker.  
Students each make a body of artwork integrating practical, aesthetic and intellectual 
knowledge, and demonstrating a high level of artistic, critical and professional 
understanding. Studio Practice 5 culminates in an exhibition of selected artworks in 
the degree show. 

In semester 1, Studio Practice 5 runs concurrently with History and Theory 5 in 
which students conduct an individual research project and write a dissertation. In 
semester 2, Studio Practice 5 runs concurrently with Professional Practice 3 in which 
students present and critique their artworks and practice by means of an artist’ talk, a 
portfolio and a critical commentary. 

To support student understanding of their learning and achievement through the 80 
credit module there are a number of formative assessment/feedback mechanisms 
which are designed to be well integrated into the overall working patterns and 
momentum of the student’s studio practice 
 
Interim review: The mid-year review is an important landmark in the 80 credit 
module and also in the overall final year. (It replaces the previous 40 credit 
summative assessment point). For the interim review students will formally present a 
body of artwork in the studio and prepare a short evaluative commentary on their 
work (500 words). Students will receive extensive, formative feedback in tutorial and 
written format with an indication of their level of achievement (i.e. an indicative 
banding). This indication will have no bearing on their final assessment mark. The 
interim review feedback tutorial is an important opportunity for the student to deepen 
their understanding of their work and how it is evaluated. The visibility of and 
discussion about the work at this stage is an opportunity for peer learning. 
Additionally, the external examiners will overview the interim indicative bandings. 

If at this stage a student is underachieving or of a fail standard, a formal letter from 
the Course Director will be sent to acknowledge the potential risk of failure. The 
feedback tutorial after the Interim Review will address the work demanded to 
improve achievement. The student will be required to attend a formal meeting with 
the studio practice tutor and Course Director or Module Leader or 3rd year tutor to 
formally record the agreed action plan for improvement. The situation will continue to 
be closely monitored via critiques, tutorials and studio contact. 

Studio Critiques: Two studio critiques in each semester provide additional formative 
feedback. As well as requiring that the artwork is made, presented and discussed, 
the studio critique also allows students to learn from each other’s work. The visibility 
of the artworks, particularly successful work, motivates and inspires students to push 
their own work. The studio critique is a support and feedback structure, but it also 
seeds productive competition between students. The fourth studio critique of the 
year focuses on the students’ individual degree show exhibition proposals. Studio 
critiques are followed by feedback tutorials. 

Artist’s talk: the artist’s talk delivered within Professional Practice 3 is followed by 
feedback which contributes to the overall development towards the degree show. 
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The artist’s talks are delivered to the student group and are a further peer learning 
opportunity. 

Individual feedback: individual feedback on work and achievement is given through 
regular tutorials and general studio contact with a studio practice tutor.  

(See Appendix 2 for the calendar of feedback and assessment.) 

4. Proposed variation from University policy in the case of failure in Final Year  
 
There is no provision within the Regulations for Honours Degrees for failure of this 
number of credits at level 6. The Regulations for Honours Degrees stipulate that the 
consequence of failure in modules with an overall value of more than 40 credits 
points is withdrawal from the programme.  
 
While maintaining the integrity and key principles of the Regulations for Degree, 
Honours Degrees and Integrated Master’s Degrees, the Faculty is requesting that 
the regulations for the new BA Hons Fine Art be permitted to deviate on the following 
key point:  
 
Failure in Final Year. 
 
Candidates who fail to satisfy the Board of Examiners in the Studio Practice 5 
module (80 credits) may be permitted to resubmit on one occasion only, within a 
period agreed by the Examination Board.  
 
This proposal would be consistent with many similar undergraduate Fine Art courses 
with large final year modules/weightings. It is similar to the established final year 
structure of the University’s Master of Fine Art course (single 120 credit module) 
which is accommodated by the Regulatory Framework and which allows, in the 
event of failure, one opportunity to resit the Public Output module (120 credits). (This 
MFA course is a natural progression route for some undergraduate Fine Art 
students.) 
 
Academic Office Note:  
 
General Undergraduate Regulations allow failure in modules up to and including 80 
points in all years (and provide for one further attempt) except for the final year.  One 
further attempt is permitted for failure up to and including 40 credit points in the final 
year. 
 
In Master’s degrees, only one supplementary attempt is permitted but the 
consequence of failure in more than 90 credit points is to discontinue the student.  A 
case will be made to TLC for the opportunity to resit the 120-point ‘Public Output’ 
module in the MFA (see Paper No TLC/12/7b). 
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Appendix 1  
Constructive Alignment, the 80 credit module the new Interim Review 

‘Assessment should be regarded as a learning opportunity.’ (Allan Davies 2000)1 

The idea of constructive alignment, devised by Professor John Biggs2, is regarded 
as best practice in higher education curriculum design. In constructive alignment, the 
course team start with the outcomes the students are intended to achieve and align 
teaching and assessment to those outcomes. The Higher Education Academy 
describe this principle as ‘one of the most influential ideas in higher education. It is 
the underpinning concept behind the current requirements for programme 
specification, declarations of Intended Learning Outcomes (ILOs) and assessment 
criteria, and the use of criterion based assessment’3.  

At the same time the HEA acknowledges that constructive alignment is almost 
impossible to achieve through ‘so-called rational top-down course design’. Instead, 
the HEA advocates the constant modification of course design and delivery by 
teaching staff that are better placed to recognise and redress curricular imbalance. 
The revalidation exercise for the new BA Hons Fine Art course has provided just 
such an opportunity for our teaching staff who have worked to implement 
constructive alignment across the new degree programme. It is particularly pertinent 
to the design of the 80 credit Studio Practice module and the interim review. 

The learning outcomes for Studio Practice 5 include the integration of a ‘mature 
understanding of art through making and exhibiting’ and a ‘high level of aesthetic and 
material sensitivity in the making of artworks’.  Previously in the 40 credit Studio 
Practice module, teaching staff were required to assess level 6 learning outcomes 
midway through the academic year. This would pre-empt the ‘mature understanding’ 
and ‘high level of aesthetic and material sensitivity’ required by the programme 
specification. Where summative assessment pre-empts the full realisation of learning 
outcomes there is no constructive alignment. The corollary is an imbalance across 
the programme specification, the intended learning outcomes, the teaching methods 
and the means of assessment. The cost of this imbalance is paid by the student. 

The proposed interim review point within the 80 credit Studio Practice 5 module 
follows the principles of constructive alignment.  The course team believe that 
assessment is an opportunity for learning; the interim review point is designed to 
maximise that opportunity. It is a formative assessment point where the student will 
receive extensive feedback in tutorial and written format.  

The interim review also addresses concerns raised by students across our internal 
student surveys. Therein students have expressed their satisfaction with module 
content and delivery but have questions as to how they are being assessed. This 
highlights the need for more explicit assessment, where the learning outcomes of the 
module are very clearly tied to the teaching methods, the work and the means of 
assessment. The interim review is an explicit assessment tool where academic 
performance can be clearly articulated to the student during feedback, referencing 
                                                        
1 Davis, A (2000): Writing Learning Outcomes and Assessment Criteria in Art and Design; 
www.ualresearchonline@arts.ac.uk 
2 Biggs, J (2003): Aligning Teaching and Assessment to Curriculum Objectives, (Imaginative Curriculum 
Project, LTSN Generic Centre 
3 http://www.engsc.ac.uk/learning-and-teaching-theory-guide/constructive-alignment 
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the level descriptors across the learning outcomes to indicate a banding position. 
Crucially, it also represents another opportunity for teaching; there is no break in 
student contact during the examination period. Students are in and working while 
staff are formulating feedback. In this environment feedback can be seen as a 
staff/student dialogue based on the learning outcomes rather than a monologue 
delivered by one member of staff and focussed on aims and objectives. 

An aims and objectives approach to education is teacher centred; the learning 
outcomes approach is student centred. The 80 credit Studio Practice model is 
focused on learning outcomes and is student centred.  The interim review provides 
the framework and best strategy to constructively align learning outcomes with 
methods of teaching and assessment that are student centred.  

Louise Wallace 2012 
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Appendix 2 

BA Hons Fine Art Assessment and Feedback Schedule 

 

Key occurrences of formal formative and summative feedback are indicated however additional formative feedback occurs in tutorials, seminars, critiques and 
projects, the exact timing of which will vary in different disciplines and year to year. 
 

Ye
ar

/ 
Se

m
 

Le
ve

l/ 
C

re
di

ts
 

Module title 

Week of semester / assessment type and weighting 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

1/1 4/40 Studio Practice 1   

Interim review 
1: formative 
feedback 0% 
 

    

Interim 
review 1: 
formative 
feedback 
0% 

    

Artworks 
20% 
Supporting 
material 80% 

Summative 
feedback 

Summative 
feedback 

1/1 4/20 

History and 
Theory 1 
(Approaches to 
History) 

  Seminar tasks + mini projects + presentation + commentary (variously conducted in weekly seminars and documented in research folder. 
Formative feedback is given in response to weekly tasks/submissions.) 100% 

Summative 
feedback 

Summative 
feedback 

1/2 4/40 Studio Practice 2      

Interim 
review: 
formative 
feedback 
0% 

      

Artworks 
40% 
Supporting 
material 60% 

Summative 
feedback 

Summative 
feedback 

1/2 4/20 

History and 
Theory 2 
(Histories of 
Modern and 
Contemporary 
Art) 

           Essay 100% Summative 
feedback 

Summative 
feedback 

Summative 
feedback 
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2/1 5/40 Studio Practice 3      

Interim 
review: 
formative 
feedback 
0% 

      

Artworks 
50% 
Supporting 
material 50% 

Summative 
feedback 

Summative 
feedback 

2/1 5/10 

History and 
Theory 3 (Key 
Issues in Visual 
Culture) 

  Formative feedback is given in seminars in response to weekly preparation of précis. 
Collection of 
précis 100% 
 

Summative 
feedback 

Summative 
feedback 

Summative 
feedback 

2/1 5/10 Professional 
Practice 1   Formative feedback is given in tutorials  Project and 

report 100% 
Summative 
feedback 

Summative 
feedback 

2/2 5/40 Studio Practice 4      

Interim 
review: 
formative 
feedback 
0% 

      

Artworks 
70% 
Supporting 
material 30% 

Summative 
feedback 

Summative 
feedback 

2/2 5/10 

History and 
Theory 4 (Issues 
in Contemporary 
Art) 

           Essay 95% Summative 
feedback 

Summative 
feedback 

Dissertation 
Proposal 5% + 
formative 
feedback 

2/2 5/10 Professional 
Practice 2      Artist’s 

talk 50% 

Formative 
feedback 
0% 

      Portfolio 
50% 

Summative 
feedback 

 
DPP / DIAS 
 

3/ 
1/2 6/80 Studio Practice 5 

   
Critique 1 
Formative 
feedback 0% 

   

Critique 2 
Formative 
feedback 
0% 

      

Interim review: 
formative 
feedback 0% 
(semester 1) 

   *  

Critique 3 
Formative 
feedback 
0% 

   

Critique 4 
Formative 
feedback 
0% 

    

Exhibition of 
artwork 100% 
 
(semester 2) 

3/1 6/20 
History and 
Theory 5 
(Dissertation) 

  
Critical 
Bibliography 
5% 

Formative 
feedback    

Draft 
submissio
n 0% 
formative 
feedback 

   Dissertation 
95%   Feedback 

3/2 6/20 
Professional 
Practice 3 
 

  Artist’s talk 
40% 

(*feedback re: 
talk & 
towards 
degree show 
0%) 

          
Portfolio 40% 
Commentary 
20% 
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Appendix 3 

Comments by Brian Fay (current UU Fine Art external examiner) on similar large studio 
module in Dublin Institute of Technology 

“In final year of the BA Fine Art programme at the Dublin Institute of Technology the change to a 
longer studio module has been implemented for the past two academic years. 

 
The principle reasons for this shift included 
·     A more strategic use of teaching resources 
 
·     Reduced time on Exam Board administration that can be fed back into teaching, programme 
planning and research 
 
·     The Formative model of examination and feedback mechanisms still provides the student 
the necessary rigour and examination process without the risk of unduly hindering their end of 
year mark 
 
·     The large module and attendant Assessment practice acknowledges the specific process 
and nature within Fine Art practice.” 
 
  
Brian Fay 
Lecturer, Department of Fine Art, Dublin Institute of Technology 

and current Fine Art External Examiner, University of Ulster 

February 2012 


