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Staff in the art department at Varndean College work closely with a range of creative practitioners (practising artists, designers, craft makers and galleries) to ensure that A-level art and design students develop a good understanding of specialist pathways and career opportunities in the creative industries. 
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‘Our wide range of specialist AS- and A-level art and design and enrichment courses means that we can give students lots of opportunities to explore different aspects of visual and applied arts. They develop ways of working which really suit their individual interests and acquire good specialist skills in their chosen disciplines. At Varndean, we place a strong emphasis on developing students as creative practitioners. This means going beyond just what’s required for AS and A-level examinations. We want our students to know what artists and designers actually do for a living and how they work – whether as an individual practitioner, or within a design company. 

The projects we run with external partners and a regular programme of visiting speakers help our students acquire a good understanding of what it means to work in the creative industries. Students work directly alongside practising artists,designers and craft makers and we often align AS and A-level projects with real design briefs from the commercial design sector. Not only does this give our students a much better understanding of career opportunities in art and design, but it improves the quality of their work as well. Students achieve consistently high success rates across all our art and design courses, and the proportion of students achieving A* to B grades is above average on most of our courses. Over half progress to a higher level course in art and design – mostly the foundation diploma, but a significant minority are accepted straight to degree provision each year.’

Jonathan Smith, Art Programme Leader
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Art and design was judged outstanding at the most recent inspection in September 2012. Inspectors noted the high proportion of high-grade passes, particularly in A-level textiles, 3D design and photography and in AS-level fine art, critical studies and photography courses. 
A number of factors contribute to this high level of success, including:

· a very well-structured induction programme in the first term of all AS-level courses which provides students with a strong base of relevant subject skills

· weekly homework, which is initially tightly specified and closely linked to class work and monitored regularly

· good development of students’ sketchbooks which include thoughtful, critical evaluation and annotation

· varied enrichment activities and external projects which make an important contribution to extending students’ learning

rigorous, fair and accurate assessment across all the different AS and A-level subjects.

Staff at Varndean place a stronger emphasis on developing students’ wider understanding of working in the creative industries and preparing them well for potential careers in art and design, than is usually seen in A-level provision in schools or colleges. 
Key aspects of this work include:

· a fortnightly programme of visiting speakers and practitioners

· visits to studios of local art and craft practitioners 

· opportunities to work with undergraduate students on a short etching course

· live project briefs set by external partners and clients

students on 3D design course working with a local architectural practice

While many colleges offer a good range of visits to exhibitions, and sometimes use live project briefs within the course, Varndean goes a stage further, by embedding this very thoroughly within the course structure, so that it becomes an integral part of students’ experience.

Visiting artists

The art department runs a regular programme of visiting speakers and practitioners, which ensures that their students develop a wider understanding of how artists, designers and photographers develop their own practice and work successfully in the creative industries. 
Between late September and March, students attend fortnightly talks from visiting speakers and practitioners, who present their work and talk about their own practice and career paths. Over the last year, this programme of events included practitioners from each of the specialist disciplines offered in the college – painters, sculptors, textile designers, photographers, graphic and product designers. The programme also includes talks on progression opportunities from the coordinator of the foundation diploma course at City College Brighton, as well as representatives from undergraduate art and design provision at the University of Brighton.  
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These optional sessions are well attended and students record information and their personal responses in A6 sketchbooks. These include written and visual annotation and thumbnail sketches, which form a visual diary of the enrichment programme. For gallery or studio visits, students are required to produce a more extended written review, illustrated with relevant visuals, and presented as part of their overall portfolio.

Art staff have built up a very successful programme of external speakers, often through their own contacts with local practitioners, galleries and studios. They also make good use of their links with the local further education college and university to enhance students’ knowledge of progression and specialist pathways. All the visual arts staff share their experiences as current practitioners to motivate and inspire students. 

For example, several students worked alongside undergraduate students on a short etching course, which took place both at Varndean College and the university’s printmaking studios. One Varndean student organised these workshops as part of her work towards gaining the Arts Council’s gold Arts Award. Another student, working towards the silver award, organised one of the sessions by a visiting lecturer.

Working with practitioners
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While students on vocational BTEC programmes frequently work on live projects, this approach is less frequently seen in A-level provision inspected in schools and colleges. Varndean’s approach shows how it is possible to develop students’ creative practice and understanding of the wider arts industries, while still meeting all the A-level examination requirements and achieving high grades. 
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On AS and A-level graphics, students have frequent opportunities to work to a set brief. Sometimes this is for an internal client, such as devising promotional materials for in-house drama productions. External briefs come from local business or community groups, for example, the Ouse Valley Cycle Network, who commissioned students to design a new logo for the organisation. Students were required to develop a series of related designs, arriving at a logo which could be used commercially for a number of purposes: letter heads, business cards, T-shirts, carrier bags. 

The external clients reviewed students’ work, providing feedback on different aspects of their designs, during the development stage. Through presenting their ideas and visuals to a client, students learnt a lot about what it would be like to be a designer, working for a client, and how to adapt their ideas to meet a specific client’s needs and to respond to this kind of commercially-based feedback.
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This relationship with clients is most fully developed on the 3D design course. The whole 3D design course is built around a productive partnership with a local architectural practice – all projects are set around a specific product brief or a site-specific location. 
Such projects include designing a product for an actual place, for example, seating or lighting for a gallery space or public gardens or designing, and making models for, an architectural piece for a particular location, such as a pavilion for the sea front. In another recent project, students worked on redesigning a hangar for Shoreham airport, and their work was exhibited at the airport, as well as in the college.  
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Students’ projects are often directly linked in the with architectural firm’s current work, so that they develop their work in parallel with professional architects and designers. Students visit specific sites to record visual and written information to help inform their design decisions, and often meet with architects on site.  As ideas and early designs emerge, the architects provide feedback and share their professional and commercial solutions to particular design problems. Students develop a very good understanding of how practising architects and designers approach a new brief, the artistic and commercial factors they need to deal with and how they work with their clients to arrive at agreed designs to secure the contract. This professional approach can be readily seen in the students’ own design sheets and working models.
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Visits to professional design exhibitions, such as the recent Heatherwick Studio exhibition at the V&A, help students to see how a commercial design studio works and greatly enhance their understanding of the design and making process. Such visits are carefully planned to make effective links with the work of contemporary creative practitioners.
The impact on students

Students recognise how the college’s approach to working with artists and using live briefs extends their knowledge of career opportunities in art and design, and informs their choices for progression to higher level study. Students interviewed spoke very positively about how seeing other artists' and designers' work, and working methods and processes inspired them and raised their own aspirations. [image: image14.jpg]


They value opportunities to talk to practitioners who visit the college, and seeing their working environment in studios and workshops. By working alongside professional practitioners, students learn how to respond creatively to real-life design problems, taking into account the location, external influences and environmental factors, costs and use of materials etc., rather than designing in in a vacuum, with little reference to the external world. Students commented: ‘It’s really inspirational to see how artists and designers actually work, to see the working environment in studios, to understand how they manage their time and make a living. We get a much better understanding of potential career and progressin routes, and understand art in a much wider social and commercial context.’
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Varndean College is a sixth form college in the north of Brighton and Hove with around 1,500 full time students, predominantly studying a broad range of AS- and A-level courses. Art and design courses include AS- and A-level fine art, textiles, graphics, 3D design, photography, AS-level critical studies and an intermediate –level art and design diploma. Students can also take additional qualifications in life drawing and digital media and a small number take the Arts Council Arts Award. The college also offers opportunities for students to study art as part of the International Baccalaureate.    
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Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We'd welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�
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