
STUDY
SKILLS

FOR

& MEDIA
ART, DESIGN

STUDENTS

Stewart Mann



Study Skills for  
Art, Design and 
Media Students 



We work with leading authors to develop the
strongest educational materials in study skills, 
bringing cutting-edge thinking and best
learning practice to a global market.

Under a range of well-known imprints, including
Longman, we craft high quality print and
electronic publications which help readers to understand 
and apply their content, whether studying or at work.

To find out more about the complete range of our 
publishing, please visit us on the World Wide Web at:
www.pearsoned.co.uk



Study Skills  
for Art, Design 
and Media 
Students

Stewart Mann
University of Hertfordshire



Pearson Education Limited
Edinburgh Gate
Harlow
Essex CM20 2JE
England

and Associated Companies throughout the world

Visit us on the World Wide Web at:
www.pearsoned.co.uk

First published 2011

© Pearson Education Limited 2011

The right of Stewart Mann to be identified as author of this work has been asserted by him in  
accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988. 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording or otherwise, without either the prior written permission of the
publisher or a licence permitting restricted copying in the United Kingdom issued by the 
Copyright Licensing Agency Ltd, Saffron House, 6–10 Kirby Street, London EC1N 8TS.

Pearson Education is not responsible for content of third party internet sites.

ISBN: 978-0-273-72272-4

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Mann, Stewart.
  Study skills for art, design, and media students / Stewart Mann. -- 1st ed.
           p. cm.
  ISBN 978-0-273-72272-4 (pbk.)
 1.  Art--Study and teaching--Handbooks, manuals, etc. 2.  Design--Study and  
teaching--Handbooks, manuals, etc. 3.  Study skills--Handbooks, manuals, etc.   
I. Title. 
  N87.M27 2010
  707.1--dc22
                                                                                                     2010039432

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

Typeset in 10/12 Helvetica by 30
Printed and bound in Great Britain by Henry Ling Ltd., at the Dorset Press, Dorchester, Dorset                            



Brief contents

  Foreword xiii
  How to use this book xiv
  Acknowledgements xvii

	Part	1	 Preparing	for	Higher	Education	 1

 Chapter 1  Before university – application and arrival 3 
 Chapter 2  How you learn 17

	Part	2	 Day-to-day	studies	 43

 Chapter 3  Gathering information 45
 Chapter 4  Approaches to project work 62
 Chapter 5  Practical projects 83
 Chapter 6  Academic and written assignments  96
 Chapter 7  Assessments, ‘crits’, presentations  123
 Chapter 8  Preparing for the future – work experience and careers 134

	Part	3	 	An	introduction	to	critical,	cultural		
and	contextual	studies	 151

 Chapter 9  Critical, cultural and contextual studies 153
 Chapter 10 Critical approaches 167
 Chapter11 Theories and methods of analysis  173
 Chapter 12 Content, genre, physical context 189
 Chapter 13 Being critical – what to look for 196

	Part	4	 Specialist	media	 203

 Chapter 14 Art, design and media – meaning and differences 205
 Chapter 15 Contemporary applied arts 209
 Chapter 16 Fashion design 215
 Chapter 17 Fine art  225
 Chapter 18 Graphic design and illustration 233
 Chapter 19 Interior and spatial design 241
 Chapter 20 Media 249
 Chapter 21 Photography  261
 Chapter 22 Product and industrial design 268

v



 Appendix 1  Art, design and media glossary 279
 Appendix 2  Educational glossary 283
 Appendix 3  Correct English – the mechanics of language 286
 Appendix 4  Tackling an essay project brief 291
 Appendix 5  Essay analysis – assess these examples 293

  Index  307

Brief contents

vi



vii

Contents

  Foreword xiii
  How to use this book xiv
  Acknowledgements xvii

	Part	1	 Preparing	for	Higher	Education	 1

 Chapter 1 Before university – application and arrival 3
   1. Application for higher education 4
   2. Before joining 6
   3.  What to expect – differences between school or college  

and university 6
   4. Your aspirations 7
   5. Joining instructions 7
   6. Course information 8
    7. Students with disabilities and learning difficulties 9
   8. Arriving at university 10
   9. Induction and orientation sessions 11
  10. How degree courses are organised – credit-based systems 12
  11. The university year and week 13
  12. Communication – staff and you 14

 Chapter 2 How you learn 17
   1. Learning to learn 18
   2. Know yourself as a learner 20
   3. Self-evaluation: your ambitions – your choices 22
   4. My approach: my motivations 25
   5. How I work 27
   6. Ideas 28
   7. Organisation 31
   8. Time management 33
   9. Research 34
  10. Practical – making 37
  11. Communication skills 39
  12. Personal profile and action plan 41



Contents

viii

	Part	2	 Day-to-day	studies	 43

 Chapter 3 Gathering information 45
   1. Lectures  46
   2. Note taking 46
   3. What you need to read and how much  50
   4. Ways to improve your reading  52
   5. Read with a purpose 55
   6. Reading to understand 55
   7. Information sources and intellectual property 57
   8. Types of sources  58
   9. Electronic databases  60
  10. Your learning resource centre/library 61

 Chapter 4 Approaches to project work 62
   1. Art, design and media work – the process 63
   2. The brief 64
   3. Break down the project requirements  66
   4. Clarify the problem  67
   5. Group work 68
   6. Ideas development – creative and critical thinking  70
   7. Brainstorming 72
   8. Organisation and planning  75
   9. Project development  80

 Chapter 5 Practical projects 83
   1. The practical brief  84
   2. Practical projects – where and how you work  86
   3. Technical teaching and workshops 90
   4. Equipment and materials  94
   5. Working with people 95

 Chapter 6 Academic and written assignments  96
   1. Writing: why is it important? 97
   2. How to improve your writing 98
   3. Choice of language 100
   4. Writing for note and sketchbooks  100
   5. Academic writing 101
   6. Writing a good essay 102
   7. Procedure for writing an essay 105
   8. Evidence, citation, referencing, plagiarism 114
   9. Bibliography 118
  10. Writing reports  119
  11. Writing your brief 121

 Chapter 7 Assessments, ‘crits’, presentations  123
   1. Stages in the assessment process – formative and summative 124
   2. Self and peer assessment 124
   3. Feedback – ‘crits’ 127 



  

   4. Selecting work for assessment 129
   5. Learning outcomes and assessment criteria 130
   6. Levels of learning 131
   7. Making use of the assessment process 132

 Chapter 8 Preparing for the future – work experience and careers 134
   1. Your degree programme and the future 135
   2. In-course professional development 138
   3. Graduate employment 140
   4. Real-life projects for outside organisations 140
   5. Work experience 141
   6. Work placements 142
   7. Marketing yourself 144
   8. Your creative CV – information required 145
   9. Job applications and interviews 149

	Part	3	 An	introduction	to	critical,	cultural	and	
	 	 contextual	studies 151

 Chapter 9 Critical, cultural and contextual studies 153
   1. Why critical, cultural and contextual studies? 154
   2. Starting points – looking at other people’s work 155
   3. Key ideas and thinkers 158
   4. Modernism and postmodernism 163

 Chapter 10 Critical approaches 167
   1. Structuralism and post-structuralism 168
   2. Theoretical and critical models 169
   3. Theoretical and critical models – applications 171
   4. Theoretical and critical models – authors and critics to research 171

 Chapter 11 Theories and methods of analysis  173
   1. The theory of the sign 174
   2. Semiotic analysis 176
   3. The theory of codes 179
   4. Myth 183
   5. Intertextuality 184
   6. Story telling and narrative 184
   7. Content analysis 187

 Chapter 12 Content, genre, physical context 189
   1. Content and form 190
   2. Styles, movements, genre 191
   3. Physical context 194

 Chapter 13 Being critical – what to look for 196
   1.   A summary of the ideas that critics and academics seek  

to apply 197

Contents

ix



 

x

	Part	4	 Specialist	media	 203

 Chapter 14 Art, design and media – meanings and differences 205
   1. Ideas, theories and applications 206

 Chapter 15 Contemporary applied arts 209
   1. Ideas, theories and contexts 210
   2. Contemporary applied arts practice 211
   3. Contemporary applied arts education 212

 Chapter 16 Fashion design 215
   1. Ideas, theories and contexts  216
   2. Fashion practice 220
   3. Fashion education 221

 Chapter 17 Fine art  225
   1. Ideas, theories and contexts 226
   2. Fine art practice 227
   3. Fine art education 228

 Chapter 18 Graphic design and illustration 233
   1. Ideas, theories and contexts 234
   2. Graphic design and illustration practice 235
   3. Graphic design and illustration education 236

 Chapter 19 Interior and spatial design 241
   1. Ideas, theories and contexts 242
   2. Interior and spatial design practice 243
   3. Interior and spatial design education 244

 Chapter 20 Media 249
   1. Ideas, theories and contexts 250
   2. Media industries and practices 252
   3. Media and film studies education 252
   4.  Animation industries 253
   5. Animation and games art education 253
   6. Production of a film/video/animated film 254
   7. TV production  255
   8. Digital animation  256
   9. Film  258

 Chapter 21 Photography  261
   1. Ideas, theories and contexts 262
   2. Photographic practice 263
   3. Photographic education 264
   4. Photographic projects 265

Contents



 

Contents

xi

 Chapter 22 Product and industrial design 268
   1.  Ideas, theories and contexts 269
   2.  Product design and industrial design practice 270
   3.  Product design and industrial design education 271

  Appendices 277
   1. Art, design and media glossary 279
   2. Educational glossary 283
   3. Correct English – the mechanics of language 286
   4. Tackling an essay project brief 291
   5. Essay analysis – assess these examples 293

  Index 307



Above all, many thanks to my past and present students, colleagues at 
the University of Hertfordshire, professional friends, and family who have 
supported me in the preparation of this book.

Dedication



Foreword

‘What university gave me was a desire to learn, a creative mind in prob-
lem solving, an ability to talk well about my work and to work well with 
others, along with a good degree to get my foot in the door.’

Graduate student

My experience of teaching practical and academic aspects of art, design 
and media, and supporting students in their studies, has demonstrated to 
me that students come to higher education with many skills. They have 
creativity, enthusiasm, curiosity and practical skills, but also uncertainty. 
They may not be sure how to organise a complex project or write an 
essay, how to prepare for a ‘crit’ of their work and how to use criticism in 
the development of their learning. This book brings together a discussion 
of the wide range of activities that you, the student, must undertake and 
the skills that are required to be successful at college and university, and 
in working in the creative and cultural industries. 

For a rewarding career in higher education, take control of your learning 
by using this book and the experience of students and staff who have 
contributed to it.

Stewart Mann

xiii
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How to use this book

Why this book?
This book focuses on study skills for art, design and media students. 
It provides a means to develop your skills across a range of areas that 
will provide benefit and support during your studies in higher educa-
tion but also into your career ahead. It draws on students’ experiences 
before university, as they tackle projects at the beginning of their stud-
ies through to preparing for a degree show, and on to a career and the 
workplace. It provides an introduction to key areas such as creative and 
critical thinking; practical and academic projects and how to develop 
and manage them; and how these are assessed. The technology and 
processes of specialist media are developing continually, but these core 
skills will help you to adapt to and maintain what is required to live and 
work in the changing world of the arts, design and media.

For you – the student
The book is divided into parts and chapters that discuss:

■■ preparation for study in higher education; 
■■ what to expect at interview and when you start university;
■■ how to tackle day-to-day studies, practical and academic project 

work;
■■ how to understand the project brief;
■■ working in the studio; 
■■ improving your research; 
■■ reading and essay writing skills.

The book will:

■■ help you to reflect on your skills, take ownership of your learning and 
decide what skills you need to develop;

■■ introduce ways of approaching your art, design and media work as a 
creative and critical professional;

■■ provide an introduction to critical, cultural and contextual studies, with 
the key ideas, writers and theories explained and illustrated; 

■■ discuss ideas, theories, concepts and student experience of specialist 
media;

xiv
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xv

How to use this book

OO describe the assessment process and help you to prepare your work 
for it;

OO discuss ways to help you to prepare for the workplace and your 
career.

It will encourage you to develop these skills, reflect upon your abilities 
and plan your learning to meet your personal aims. You can use the dia-
grams, charts and tables to demonstrate your organisational abilities and 
improve your grades as you present your work. 

For you – the tutor
Higher education programmes demand much of our students, creativ-
ity, technical skills, organisation, academic writing … As lecturers we 
have subject-based teaching at a demanding level in practice and in 
theory, but also many of our students are uncertain as to how to study 
at degree level. Do we teach study skills and if so, how much? This book 
is designed to cover the important aspects of study at degree level, both 
practical and academic. It provides an introductory primer of how to ana-
lyze and contextualise visual and media artefacts, explains theoretical 
and critical concepts and models for analysis using examples related to 
visual and media culture, and introduces aspects of practice and educa-
tion applied to specialist media. It is written on the basis that all students 
will gain confidence in their abilities by using this book to further all 
aspects of their studies.

How to use
this book

Easy to
navigate Detailed

Contents lists
in each
chapter

Index

Clear,
explanatory

text

Dip into and
find the

information
you need

Student
and staff

case studies
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activities
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Examples,
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Skills for Art, Design and Media Studies

xvi

How to use this book

Finding the information you need
One way to prepare for university is to read the opening sections of this 
book to gain an understanding of what you can expect and what will be 
expected of you. The book is designed to be accessible and to help you 
to find the information you need quickly and easily. 

There is a contents list and a comprehensive index to help you locate 
specific information, but each chapter also has an introduction describ-
ing its content, plus a brief summary of the chapter’s contents. You will 
find numbered section headings, explanatory text, diagrams and check-
lists. Examples highlight key issues and worked examples, case studies 
allow students and staff to talk about their experiences, and if you want 
to try the activities you can put into practice ideas and techniques for 
your ongoing project work and assignments.
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1   Preparing for Higher 
Education

There are many things to be considered when making an application to 
your chosen degree course. You will have spent time selecting a university, 
carefully assembling your portfolio, attending an interview, considering 
finance and where you will live.

You have now been accepted. Congratulations! 
What do you need to do and what will happen next? 

Within this first part of the book you will find discussions on making a 
university application, the differences in approach compared with school 
and college, learning requirements and disabilities, joining instructions, 
arriving and orientation, the organisation of your studies and contact with 
staff. As part of your preparation for degree study there is a series of 
activities designed to help you to reflect upon your skills and identify where 
you feel you work well, as well as those areas where you need to gain 
experience. This idea of you reflecting upon your skills and taking control of 
your learning is an important part of the philosophy of Higher Education.

How to use
this book
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1   Before university – 
application and arrival

Students going into Higher Education come from a variety of backgrounds: 
they may be straight from school, from National Diploma courses and 
Foundation Studies in Art and Design at further education colleges, have 
worked for a period and wish to change career paths, have spent time 
undertaking child care, be retired and wish to pursue a particular interest or 
ambition, or from overseas and wish to gain experience of studying in the 
United Kingdom. They will be of different ages, backgrounds, experience, 
motivation and personal goals, and will be studying either full or part time. 

In this chapter you will cover:

1. what to expect in higher education and how to prepare for it;
2. arriving at university – orientation and induction;
3. the university year and week;
4. communication with staff;
5. learning difficulties and disability.

USING THIS CHAPTER

If you want to dip into this chapter Page If you want to try the activities Page

  3     What to expect – differences 
between school or college and 
university

6 1.1  What you need to take with you

1.2  Key staff – contact details

8

16

  4   Your aspirations 7

  7     Students with disabilities and         
learning difficulties

9

  9   Induction and orientation sessions 11

12   Communication – staff and you 14
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 1 Application for higher education
You will have had a period of preparation and a decision to make on appli-
cation to your chosen degree course and university. For some students the 
decision is based in part upon a need, or wish, to stay in their home area 
or to leave home for the first time. They will have visited possible univer-
sities offering courses in their chosen subject area, formed impressions 
about suitability, researched reputations, completed UCAS (Universities and 
Colleges Admissions Service) application forms, prepared portfolios and 
been for interviews. Where students cannot visit in person, most universities 
offer virtual tours on their websites that give an impression of the site.

Figure 1.1 shows you all the aspects involved in your decision to go to 
university.

Student Experiences:

What I did before higher education

‘At school I did A level Art, Drama and English, and then I went on 
to a Foundation Course in Art and Design. Initially my interest was in 
illustration, followed by fine art, but I decided on Fashion.’

Figure 1.1  An overview of your university experience

Application

Your experience

How you workYour abilities

Students speak
about their
experience

What to expect
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‘Following sixth form I worked for a year as a technician on gaming 
machines to help finance my education. I did A levels in Art and Design, 
Photography, English Language and Maths.’

‘I did art at school but never saw it as more than a hobby. When the 
children were at school I did painting and drawing classes but for only 
two hours per week, but followed on with a part-time Foundation Course 
and decided to go on, having enjoyed it. On reading the syllabus and 
visiting for the open day I considered fine art, but there the emphasis 
seemed towards sculpture, video, photography … and I did not want to 
do that. Applied Arts had the things I wanted to do. I would call myself a 
“hands-on” practical person and I like to make things.’

‘I worked in Berlin on an unpaid placement in theatre on props and 
make-up and was supporting myself through stacking shelves in a 
supermarket, cleaning and working in an art gallery. I decided I needed 
to study and develop my interests and applied to study in England. I 
sent slides and an essay and was accepted. I was not able to visit the 
university, but the virtual tour allowed me to view the facilities.’

‘I did an HND (Higher National Diploma) before I came here and so I did 
have many of the skills that were needed for the course, but the way 
of thinking and the emphasis were different. I entered the second year 
and I had quite a lot to get used to, and I did not feel ready to deal with 
some of the demands. Buildings, staff, people and ways of working are 
different between different colleges or universities and it does take time 
to get used to. Others in your year have had a year to get used to it.’

Student Experiences:

My decision and interview

‘I visited the university on an open day and ‘liked the vibe’ – the tutors were 
friendly and I liked the student entertainment areas. I was interviewed by 
one member of staff and it was not as nerve-racking as I had thought it 
would be. They looked at my work and asked how I approached it and my 
other interests. I do have a real interest in design as it is in the family.’

‘I came to interview and it was less formal than I had expected and I 
brought a portfolio of my work and this included 3D work. My teacher 
encouraged us to do things that were different and did not make us sit 
down and draw all the time. I had made a life-size figure by casting a 
friend of mine and also large foam sculptures of ordinary objects such as 
a toothbrush.’

‘There is a very diverse range of experience of students and the first year 
is about bridging these gaps. I am taking marketing as well as this adds 
to the possibilities after university. I have a small child and I am finding 
the costs high.’
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 2 Before joining 
Some students will have visited the university of their choice during degree 
graduation shows (this is a good time to visit as you can view students’ 
work and it can give you an insight into what you can aspire to), open days 
or at interview. Talk to students if you can and you will find they are willing 
to give the inside story on their experiences.

At interview, make sure you are aware of the nature of the programme you 
wish to join and think about questions you can ask staff when you are with 
them. From this you can build up knowledge of the course ethos and how 
it is run.

 3  What to expect – differences between 
school or college and university 
There are many aspects involved in your arrival at university, as shown in 
Figure 1.2. What differences should you expect between this and school? 

OO There will be more people.
OO Students will come from a wide age range – from teens to 70+ –  

different national, ethnic, religious and cultural backgrounds, and 
some will be living away from home for the first time.

OO Students will have different interests, aspirations and expectations.
OO Generally there will be large campuses.

Figure 1.2  Things to consider before and on arrival at unversity

Your
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UniversityApplication Year
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OO You will get less individual attention.
OO You will see less of your lecturers.
OO You will encounter different teaching styles and methods – e-learning 

and distance learning.
OO There will be contact with visiting lecturers and representatives from 

industry.
OO You will frequently work with other students, at varying times and in 

different groups.
OO You will work with other students independently and support each 

other.
OO You will be expected to organise your time and take responsibility for 

and manage your own learning.

 4 Your aspirations
From the beginning it is worthwhile considering your aspirations and expec-
tations. Reflect upon your abilities and skills so that when you enter higher 
education you will have considered your strengths and weaknesses and will 
be able to build upon your experiences and achievements.

Ask yourself: who is the real you?

OO How would you describe yourself?
OO What do I do well?
OO What do I find difficult?
OO What do I need to do?

Be self-critical, but not negative.

(See Chapter 2 How you learn p. 17.) 

 5 Joining instructions
Once you have accepted a place at university you will receive joining 
instructions, which you must read carefully. These will include a list of docu-
ments you will need to take with you, including:

OO a means of identification;
OO copies of correspondence;
OO evidence of your qualifications;
OO details of accommodation in halls, on and off campus, and what you 

will need to bring with you (for instance, is linen supplied or are cook-
ing utensils provided?);

OO advice on dates for joining and details of support services, such as 
medical facilities (if you have special needs you should inform the uni-
versity to enable them to make any necessary arrangements);
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OO details of student support, such as counselling and financial advice;
OO information on the course you will be attending. 

There will be additional information for overseas students, which will include 
advice on travel, visa requirements and aspects of what to expect when 
living in the UK.

Talk to the university of your choice if you need to apply for funding through 
the Disabled Students’ Allowances (DSA) before you arrive as this will 
speed things up so that support is ready when you start your course.

(See Students with disabilities and learning difficulties, p. 9.)

 6 Course information
The course information you will receive from your chosen university is 
designed to provide you with an indication of what you will need in order to  
get off to a good start. Read it carefully. It will advise you on the following:

OO equipment or materials that you might purchase before joining. If 
there is a particular specification, make sure you follow it as there 
may be an issue of compatibility with systems such as software used 
at the university;

OO equipment or materials to purchase on arrival, when there may be dis-
counts available through the university. If you are unsure, wait and talk 
to your tutors so that you get the most appropriate equipment for your 
course, and perhaps for your future professional life;

OO whether you need to bring any of your work;
OO a project to undertake before you join the university – this may have 

the purpose of providing material to work with at the beginning of 
your course. 

ACTIVITY 1.1  What you need to take with you

You will require documents, specialist equipment and perhaps examples of project 
work when you join your university course. A checklist may prove helpful to ensure you 
have what you need.

Checklist – 

Documents
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Equipment Have already Need to purchase

Project

Previous work

 7  Students with disabilities and learning 
difficulties
The system for support for students with disabilities or specific learning dif-
ficulties such as dyslexia is based upon the Disabled Students Allowances, 
which are directed at individual needs and centred on the student. The 
UCAS application form provides an opportunity to declare any disability or 
learning difficulty and universities will have a Disability Support Officer who 
should be contacted initially. They can advise you on the nature of support 
and can organise support around your study needs. 

Funding is through the DSA and has to be applied for by the student, who 
will need to provide evidence of the nature of their disability or specific learn-
ing difficulty. For example, with dyslexia there is a requirement for a recent 
educational psychologist’s report followed by a needs assessment on what 
is required to support learning, such as dyslexia software and one-to-one  
specialist study support. This can take time, so it is advisable to initiate the 
process by making an application some time before the academic year starts 
and the support can then be in place when you join the university.

Within further education the funds are directed to the college, with the col-
lege providing support directly, whilst within higher education the funding is 
allocated to the individual student.
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 8 Arriving at university
You may be arriving from overseas or from another part of the UK, or alter-
natively travelling from home, but early on things will tend to be confusing 
for you and other students who are joining. Remember, however, the uni-
versity staff will endeavour to ensure as smooth a transition as possible. 
Certain registration processes may be available online and you should use 
these if possible. 

At some universities first-year students are scheduled to arrive one week 
ahead of returning students, which gives staff an opportunity to concentrate 
on helping new arrivals to settle in. 

Student Experiences:

At first I was homesick

‘At first I was very homesick and missed home, but now I live in a flat on 
campus. My flatmates and I get on very well and are moving to a house 
next year. We knew a little about each other at the beginning because we 
were informed by the accommodation people at the university as to who 
we would be living with and we set up contact through Facebook before 
we arrived.’ 

Example

DISABIlITY SUPPoRT 

‘When a student with a disability is accepted on one of our degrees we invite them as early as 
possible to discuss their needs. We have made arrangements to support students, such as a 
Fine Art sculpture student who was visually impaired, a Graphic Design student with Asperger’s 
syndrome, a photography student who uses a wheelchair, and there are a significant number of 
students with dyslexia within the art school. The disabilities are varied and we make an agreement 
with them as individuals as to the nature of study support needed. It is important that they contact 
us as soon as possible so that we can advise them on making an application for the Disabled 
Students’ Allowances.’

Disability Support Officer
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 9 Induction and orientation sessions
There will be university-wide orientation sessions, such as how to find cen-
tral services, and details of freshers’ weeks, which feature social events and 
the array of societies run by students through the Students Union. 

You will need to consider what you wish to engage with at this stage. Your 
academic work will be of primary importance, but there are other aspects of 
university life that can be both rewarding and career enhancing. Most Art, 
Design and Media students will have initial and developing skills that can be 
applied in many contexts. It is worthwhile considering your long-term goals 
and how you can give your CV that something extra, such as volunteering 
within the community, working on publicity for a society or the Students’ 
Union, sports activities or extending your work experience and earning 
money to help you support yourself.

Think carefully and be selective. 

You will be issued with an identity card and you will be expected to carry 
it with you – it may be required to gain access to facilities, as a form of 
credit card for university purchases and as the means for you to register 
your attendance. Keep it safe as you are likely to be charged for a replace-
ment. You will also be issued with a university email address and this will be 
used to communicate with you at a personal level. 

There will be student guides and handbooks, which detail important infor-
mation about your studies and the university. These will cover a wide range 
of issues, from details of your responsibilities, including a code of conduct 
for students, to assessment information such as handing in coursework, 
the grounds for asking for an extension to a deadline and how examination 
boards are conducted. There will also be health and safety issues and infor-
mation on how to access counselling services. Keep these guides, refer to 
them, you may need them later.

Course induction
Your school or faculty will also have specific induction sessions, usually 
organised by the teaching team. These will include tours of facilities, meet-
ing key staff, undertaking group orientation projects and meeting fellow 
students. You will be at a disadvantage if you miss any of these sessions 
as it will be assumed that you have received this information. If you do miss 
them for any reason you will be dependent upon your fellow students to fill 
you in on what has happened and you will need to ask staff for any hand-
outs, such as student guides, for future reference. 

There will be some waiting for things to happen, but all new students will 
be in the same position, and staff will endeavour to make you as welcome 
as possible. 



Student Experiences:

The first project

‘When I arrived I was quite nervous, but we were put into groups of 
four for a project, which was to illustrate what we had done through the 
summer. We included various things that we had done, like jobs and 
holidays, and then finished with the university logo. We had to present it 
to the whole year and five tutors and there was a vote for the top three.’

‘I was attracted to studying in England because the teaching approach 
seems much more relaxed. The induction programme was great fun 
and helped us to get to know each other. As I was from overseas I had 
felt nervous, but this got me talking to people. We were divided into 
groups and had to work together to build a tower out of wine gums and 
spaghetti (it was dry), designed to be as tall as possible but to support a 
specific weight. We also had to design packaging for eggs so that they 
would not break when thrown and the staff had to catch them!

I joined the Students Union and the clubs and this also allowed me 
to meet people from different parts of the university. I also work as a 
student ambassador, which means I show people around the University 
on Open Days, and this helps with my expenses.’

 10  How degree courses are organised – 
credit-based systems
Degree study in most universities is delivered at levels four (first year full-
time study), five (second year full-time study), and six (third year full-time 
study). Part-time study requires the same study time but is spread over a 
longer period. For each unit or module of study that a student completes 
successfully, credit is awarded at the appropriate level. The system gener-
ally employed in the UK is based upon the successful completion of 120 
credits per level of study over an academic year for an honours degree or 
90 credits for an unclassified degree. 

Study content is divided into self-contained modules of 10, 15 (single mod-
ules) or 30 credits (double module). If the work for the module achieves a 
pass grade, the total credit is awarded independent of the level of the 
grade. If the module is failed then no credit is awarded. A student builds up 
credit of the required level to achieve a given full degree, including success-
ful completion of all levels. Once the study is complete, a formula based 
on the pass grades will be used to arrive at the degree classification – for 
example, high grades will result in a second- or first-class honours degree, 
with lower grades resulting in a third-class honours or an unclassified 
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degree. If for any reason a student has completed only part of a degree pro-
gramme, a Certificate (level four) or Diploma (level four and five) of Higher 
Education can be awarded. 

 11 The university year and week
The university year is divided into terms – autumn, spring and summer – 
and most universities organise their academic year around two semesters, 
with modules of study running for one or two semesters. 

During a typical university week you will be expected to work on your aca-
demic studies from 35–40 hours per week. Teaching time in contact with 
lecturing staff will vary according to the subject and the stage you are at in 
your course. This may vary from 5 hours up to around 20 hours per week. 
Many programmes provide more teaching time at the early stages as stu-
dents settle in and less as students become increasingly independent in 
their study. 

A 15-credit practical module might typically be divided into:

OO 5 hours – lecture (briefing, contextualising lectures);
OO 1 hour – seminar /tutorial (progress and feedback tutorials);
OO 10 hours – workshop/practical instruction;
OO 134 hours – independent study (including research, design develop-

ment and making in the workshop).

Total 150 hours of study time.

As this illustrates, there is a significant amount of time available to you to 
use as you wish, so you need to organise yourself and manage your time.

There will be practical sessions featuring the following:

OO briefing sessions – most important so that you know what you have 
to do, these help you to gain understanding of the language and 
meaning behind the project brief;

OO studio sessions – at certain times you may be expected to be in a 
studio space and staff may be there to discuss what you are doing as 
you work or to give technical help if you need it;

OO workshop induction/instruction – these may be obligatory to teach 
you how to use equipment and processes safely;

OO critiques – these give you feedback on the work you have done.

There will be lectures:

OO size from 25–300 people;
OO varying from 1–2 hours;
OO some requiring attendance, some being optional.
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There will be seminars:

OO size 10–30 people;
OO varying from 1–2 hours;
OO requiring preparation and involving discussion.

There will be tutorials :

OO individual and small group;
OO varying from minutes to an hour at the most;
OO to discuss your progress on an individual project or essay, or to give 

feedback on completed work.

Make full use of everything available to you. If you do not attend sessions, it 
will be you who loses out.

Registration will be required on a weekly basis to prove you are at the uni-
versity and to note your attendance at individual teaching sessions. You will 
be expected to work independently at times and this may be in the studio or 
learning resources centre (LRC) or library, at home or away from the univer-
sity. Apart from scheduled sessions you will be expected to organise your 
time to get the work done and to meet deadlines.

 12 Communication – staff and you
How will lecturing and administration staff communicate with you?

OO By noticeboard.
OO By intranet – this will provide a means of access to your course 

information, study guides, access to the LRC and emails using your 
university email address.

OO By letter – usually when it is important that you are informed of some-
thing. Make sure you let the administration know of any changes to your 
address or telephone numbers so that you can be reached if required.

How will you contact staff? Administrative staff offices will have scheduled 
hours of opening and for many enquiries they will be able to help you:

OO by email to individual lecturing staff;
OO by telephone – but remember, staff are not always in their offices as 

they have a wide range of duties, both on and off campus. To be sure 
of seeing lecturing staff you may need to make an appointment.
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Example

STAff YoU WIll mEET

You will come into contact with the following:

OO Programme/degree course leader: would normally be full time and would have 
responsibility for the organisation, content, delivery and assessment of your degree.

OO Administrative staff: have a wide variety of duties, such as reception, maintaining 
student records, preparing assessment information for examination boards, university 
finance and acting as a liaison between students and staff or university services. Normally, 
administrative offices are open during office hours and may well be the first point of 
contact when you need information, help or to report your absence due to sickness.

OO lecturing staff/tutors: depending on the number of students there will be further 
contracted staff who may have a proportional post, for example 0.5, 0.75 up to a full-
time post. They will have responsibility for particular aspects of the course, such as a 
subject area and/or a year group, or to perform the role of personal tutor. These staff 
will be available on a regular basis and can be expected to have detailed knowledge of 
the programme and university procedures. They will also have various duties that they 
undertake during university vacations.

OO Visiting lecturers: are contracted on a temporary basis that may be for a few hours for a 
specific session, or teaching a whole semester, which may total approximately 3–9 hours a 
week. They tend to have specialist expertise and work in industry at other times. They will 
have been trained to undertake their academic duties but may not have detailed knowledge 
of wider university procedures. 

OO module leaders: are responsible for the organisation, teaching, assessment and student 
progress within individual modules.

OO Technical staff: provide technical support and are usually responsible for workshops, 
darkrooms, print rooms and other facilities and have detailed experience of particular 
media. They are usually employed on a full-time basis.

OO Study support staff: will be qualified to support students in a number of ways in areas 
such as developing skills in English (for students with English as a second language), 
academic writing skills and working with students who have disabilities. 

OO Senior staff: may have various titles, such as head of department or school, dean, pro 
vice chancellor, vice chancellor, and have responsibility for the running of the various units 
and developing the policies for the university. A vice chancellor will have responsibility for 
the whole university. Students do not generally come into contact with these staff on a 
day-to-day basis unless they become involved in the committee structure for the school 
or student forums which address issues of student concern, at which some of these staff 
may be present. In addition, there will be senior staff who chair examination boards which 
have responsibility for the conduct of assessment and there will be a published process of 
communication if they need to be contacted.


