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Writing that works: 
Project Context

Annotation as a form of 
critical practice: BANK, Fax-
Back service, 1999
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Contextual and Theoretical Studies (CTS) is a core part of the 
student’s journey in art and design education. 

• Why now? Need to address the awarding gap in CTS and a 
perceived (not always supported by data!) low attainment



Writing that works: 
Project Context
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• Perceived split between “theory” and “practice”, “studio” 
and “seminar room”, “making” and “writing”

• Legacy of Coldstream reforms in the 1960s: academic skills 
and theory ‘legitimating’ art and design education

• In this view, CTS seen as an unwanted add-on to studio 
practice: a view that still persists today

“The idea of ‘rigour’ in art and design 
education has historically been 
aligned with CCS, as though this 
‘academic’ element holds art and 
design afloat within the education 
system”

• Rintoul, J. (2017) Integrating critical 
and contextual studies in art and 
design, pp.XXI-XXII



Writing that works: 
Why writing?

Michael Taussig, I Swear I Saw This, 2011
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• Writing as primary mode of assessment of CTS-related 
units and learning

• Lockheart: re-reading of Coldstream reports – suggests 
the emphasis on writing is a misunderstanding 

• Writing can range in form/format and length, beyond 
the ‘academic essay’ and ‘dissertation’: some 
exploration of this was done through the Writing PAD 
project 



Writing that works: 
Research Questions
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• What is the role and value of Contextual and 
Theoretical Studies in Design education, as seen from 
the perspective of design graduates? 

• How can CTS contribute to shaping critical and 
reflective practitioners, sensitive to the political, 
cultural and historical context of their work?

• How does this relate to the contemporary neoliberal 
university?

“there has been throughout their long 
history, a constant tension between 
the practical ends which society thinks 
it is furthering by founding or 
supporting universities, and the 
ineluctable pull towards open-ended 
enquiry which comes to shape these 
institutions over time […] what is most 
distinctive, and perhaps distinctively 
valuable, about what universities do is 
precisely what cannot be captured by 
the metrics societies increasingly use 
to measure value.”

• Collini, S. (2017) Speaking of 
Universities, p.25



Action-Research
Process
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Primary Research: Interviews
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• Interviewed 4 UAL graduates through a 
semi-structured interview approach. 

• Each interview lasted for around 30mins 
and was conducted via MS Teams

• Had a few core questions and a series of 
follow-up questions. 

• The key question was:
“Looking back, what was the purpose of 
CTS within your degree?”



Primary Research: Interviews
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• Respondents offered a 
nuanced view of CTS: 
instrumentalising it in the 
context of their work in the 
industry, but also 
recognising the intangible 
value it brings

“One of the best things about CTS was […] that you had to question 
everything and make your opinion out of it.” 

“now that that you ask me about it […] a lot of how I look for things  
[…] even how I ask ChatGPT… I learned how to do this thing at CTS. 
But I don't necessarily think of it as like, oh, I learned this specific 
thing from CTS. It's more about how I view the world.” 

*quotes edited for clarity



Primary Research: Interviews
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• They also all questioned or 
disregarded the value of 
writing as a transferrable 
skill, and emphasised 
research and criticality as the 
core value of CTS

“it's about knowing what periods are like and how design is seen in 
the world […] that you don't necessarily need when you're applying 
for jobs but are kind of very essential when you're actually doing real 
work with real clients. […] 

it's a lot about how you relate and refer to things […] understanding 
what you're working on, on a deeper level, than writing per se…”

*quotes edited for clarity



Primary Research: NSS Data

10Rujana Rebernjak
ARP Final Presentation – January 2025

• Gathered data from 2022/2023 and 
2023/2024 AY NSS free text comments 
available via UAL dashboards 

• Useful for comparison: how students 
perceive CTS (or CTS-related aspects of 
their course) while they are still studying 
vs. once they graduate

• Several comments indicate the desire for 
more historical and theoretical sessions 
to be included in their student journey

• Limited data available – a reflection on 
the position of CTS within the 
course/curriculum or how the data is 
gathered? 



Research intervention: 
Staff Workshop 
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Project Outcome:
Writing doesn’t work?
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• Question the value of ‘academic 
writing’: what are students able 
to demonstrate through the 
academic essay that they cannot 
through other forms? 

• What is the purpose of CTS in the 
curriculum and how is academic 
writing serving that purpose?

• Writing is a form of practice: students need to 
practice different forms of communicating their 
learning which currently does not have the 
necessary space in the curriculum. 

• Make the ‘work’ of CTS visible to ‘demonstrate’ 
its value within a design degree through more 
public sharing and highlighting the ‘productive’ 
links between studio and theory – highlight 
long-term impact of CTS learning



What is writing that 
works?
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“artistic ‘knowledge’ can be located at the 
intersection of theory and practice, whereby 
‘intuitive’ decisions in the creative process are 
actually manifestations of expertise and the 
experience of learning, applying and rehearsing 
skill. […] The lack of a common language to 
articulate such knowledge or ‘wisdom’ renders it 
susceptible to being hidden or muted. Perhaps it is 
the attempt to articulate such knowledge and 
wisdom that opens up the possibilities of it having a 
voice.”
Rintoul, 2017, p.31

Hans Hollein, Man Transforms, 1976
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