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Introduction

This review describes the evolution of three art and design ‘writing’ projects delivered during the 
contextual studies courses of the undergraduate Graphic and Digital Design and 3D Digital Design 
and Animation programmes in the then Communication Media for Design Department at the 
University of Greenwich’s School of Architecture, Design and Construction. This review briefly tells 
the story of how and why these projects have developed over the past five years. 
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Contexts

Attendance 50%, average mark 50% and plagiarized 50%; A slight exaggeration, but this is how it 
came across to me when in 2007 I started to assess the seemingly half-hearted essays that were being 
produced by the 30 first-year B.A./HND graphic and digital design and 3D digital design and 
animation students, in our design department. The reasons for this unsatisfactory state of affairs were 
not immediately apparent, as the lecturers were very lively, delivering exciting material to sparky 
students. 

Additionally, I was one of a team of design dissertation tutors, and although there was some 
high-quality writing being produced by the third-year design students, many were in the ‘let’s get 
it out of the way before we go on to the proper work of our practice’ variety. Some students 
enjoyed, some hated and many muddled through producing writing and research that was 
disconnected with their lives, design and their studio work. The position of writing in relation to 
the practice that went on in the design studio seemed semi-detached at best. 

Having just been appointed a 0.5 senior lecturer with responsibility for the contextual studies 
delivery within the department, there was a responsibility to find out why so many students had 
issues with writing and why most had to invent complex and convoluted strategies to even put pen 
to paper or fingers to keys. I wanted to go beyond the beaten path of excuses of blaming a plethora 
of problems for these occurrences. Dyslexia and other barriers to processing and presenting written 
information were and still are an issue with many students. We have students from a variety of 
‘academic’ educational backgrounds and we have paying students from abroad. Rather than the 
usual tired resignation, I wanted these reasons, and others, to be celebrated and challenged. To cut a 
short story even shorter, based on a broad research survey, I produced a report for the department 
on the then current debates on the position of writing in art and design higher education in the 
United Kingdom and internationally. At the start of this research process it soon became clear, as I 
had suspected all along, that a great deal was being said and put into practice in this field. Having 
just come out of an especially constructive experience of practice-based visual arts doctoral research 
where the debates about the relationships between writing, theory, research and practice had raged 
for over twenty years, I was not at all surprised that they were alight elsewhere in art and design 
education. 

The work carried out by Julia Lockheart and John Wood and many others, for Writing-PAD 
(Writing Purposefully in Art and Design) at Goldsmiths and elsewhere nationally and 
internationally became central to the articulation of this report. Their rethinking and research gave 
me the conceptual ammunition to propose to the school and the department a shift in the way 
contextual studies, and especially writing, was delivered and employed by the students. It was at 
about this time that Writing-PAD started to publish the Journal of Writing in Creative Practice, which 
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has been a publication I always turn to when doubts, external and internal, creep in about the 
validity of how writing is now being delivered in the design department. 

After the report was given to the Head of School and to the Head of Department, action was 
taken to move the position of writing from something that seemed to only happen at the tail end 
of courses to one that occurred continuously during the contextual studies classes. Two of the 
first-year briefs were rewritten with this conceptual shift in mind, and the design dissertation 
course was manipulated to encourage and enable students to involve more of their studio practice 
and practical skills. In the next sections I will sketch out how these ideas were put into practice.

Wish You Were here?

The first year’s first term’s writing brief for the course ‘Art and Design in Context’ was redrawn and 
called Wish You Were Here? It involved the students carrying out in-depth research into two 
artists or designers, one of their choice and one given to them by their tutor. This ‘getting under 
the skin’ research then had to be transcribed into a three-way fictional conversation between the 
student and the other protagonists. The aim of the brief was to introduce the students to 
‘academic’ research and its various relationships to the practice of writing. The aim of the project is 
to help create a greater understanding of the importance of thoughtful questions and effective 
questioning in these types of research and writing processes. It was, and still is, a writing 
‘icebreaker’ where short yet continuous ‘postcard’-length texts, along with complementary 
illustrations, between the participants in this three-way docu-fiction ‘conversation’ were the 
indicated outcomes. This year’s student blogs can be seen on the course blog (Andersdotter 2011).

The outcomes of the project have developed from being mainly a series of handwritten 
postcards or letters to their often long dead artist/designers to now including all the varieties of 
digital and social communication channels. This imaginary ‘seance’ has become electronic, and the 
results are often creatively and conceptually electrifying. Bringing artists and designers together in 
this fictional space enabled a depth of thinking that the previous essay element had rarely 
achieved. Examples such as Banksy meeting Chris Marker (Figure 1), Barbara Kruger conversing 
with Edward Hooper (Andersdotter 2011) and Eva Hesse writing to Jules Cheret (Figure 2) have 
been constructed.

gamswen

In 2008, following on from the first term’s contextual studies programme, the second term 
consisted of a lecture series that was loosely based on some twentieth-century Modernist and 
postmodernist ideas that have influenced design. The course consisted of twelve 1–2-hour lectures/
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Figure 1. Figure 2.
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seminars in a traditional lecture hall. The students were then summatively assessed on a 
1500 – 2000-word essay based on a series of given titles they could choose from. Although the 
lectures were on relevant topics, and intelligently and enthusiastically delivered, the attendance 
was poor. The essays were dry, often pseudo-attempts at ‘academic’ writing. 

As this was an unsatisfactory situation for all concerned I decided to construct a brief that 
attempted to mitigate most of these factors. Called GAMSWEN it introduced two concepts to the 
course. The first was that the role of note-taking was seen as a key element to the understanding of 
the ideas being expressed in the lectures. The students were asked to think of themselves as 
‘investigative journalists’ attending a press conference, writing for a magazine or newspaper (hence 
news and mag backwards for the brief’s title). So that this did not become just another note-taking 
exercise, the second half of the brief was to write up the lectures into a series of articles, which 
were then produced as a designed and physical publication: a magazine, pamphlet or newspaper 
(see Demetriou 2012, Figure 3; Hidalgo 2012, Figure 4; Weaver 2012, Figure 6).

The aim was very simply to link what the students were learning in their design courses, and 
typography, layout and other design processes to the history and concepts they were learning aboutin 
these series of lectures. The reasons for being at the lectures were now made explicit in the way the 
brief was constructed by having to take notes, and these notes were then directly linked to the written 
and designed outcome. Now that there is five years’ worth of GAMSWEN publications the students 
are clearly able to see what is expected of them (see Nurse 2012, Figure 5; Sobhy 2012, Figure 7). 

This structure also enables the students to iteratively develop their writing skills in a framework 
that allows for their design skills to be used to enhance the communication of complex conceptual 
concepts. This year’s (2012) 90 design students produced some outstanding and thoughtful writing 
in imaginatively designed publications (Ingham 2012b). The use of course blogs (Ingham 2012a, 
2011b, 2010b) and individual blogs (Ingham 2012c) to gather all their design and writing work into 
one space has also helped the integration of practice, theory and research. Their online presences 
have also helped the students write for an audience and use the peer-to-peer opportunities made 
available by this type of social media. They now write more, on average 4000 words as opposed to 
1000, and are more analytical, coherent and stylish in their content (Ingham 2012b). Above all, the 
students appear to enjoy both the act of writing and the processes of getting their writing to a 
professional publication standard.

Designed Dissertations

I have always seen the Wish You Were Here? and GAMSWEN projects as ways of introducing the 
students to the design dissertation experience that starts at the end of the second year and 
continues through until just after the winter break in their third year 
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Figure 3.
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Figure 4.

JWCP_5.2_ Reviews2_301-318.indd   307 10/26/12   6:43:09 PM



Reviews

308

Figure 6.

Figure 5.
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Figure 6.
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Figure 7.
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(see Ingham 2012d, 2011a, 2010a). These introductory writing briefs enable the students to see the 
connections between what they are doing in the studio and the writing they are asked to do about 
art and design issues. They try to foster a harmonizing relationship between all aspects of their 
programme of study. They also enable the students to critically challenge these relationships (see 
Bennett 2011a, 2011b; Papastathi 2011, 2011a; Kinugawa 2011).

The main modification in the design dissertation was to see it as a piece of research rather than 
a piece of lengthy writing. This then enabled us to connect the research practices that were 
happening in the studio with some of the methodologies and practices that are used in theoretical 
research (Charles 2012) (Figure 8). We also introduced a design element to the submission, 
whereby the students were allowed to and encouraged to think of the content of the research as 
something to be published (Dennis 2012, Figure 12; Ward 2012, Figure 9). We had found that even 
though illustrations were always asked for, where relevant, the dissertations tended to have the 
look and feel of a traditional academic dissertation. The students struggled to produce ‘academic’ 
writing and were being compared to other programmes of study where essays were the main mode 
of production.

This simple switch in thinking has meant the students are less ‘frightened’ of the idea of writing 
a 10,000-word dissertation and are seeing it more as a part of their design processes. It still has to 
be a critically and coherently argued piece of thinking, but the emphasis is now also on how the 
research is communicated. Now the writing and research carried out for the dissertation becomes a 
design project in its own right and is something that would go in their design portfolios (see 
Crustna 2012, Figure 11; Parenthoux 2012; Parker 2012, Figure 10).

Conclusions

Ideas generated by Writing-PAD and the Journal of Writing in Creative Practice have been the 
mainstays behind the gradual change in the way writing has been taught to and with the students 
in the design department. I have taken a great deal from the general aims of these exciting 
initiatives and inspiration from the specific instances espoused online and on paper. In many ways 
the changes have not been hugely radical but I think have been very effective. I believe the 
students’ writing has improved both in ‘academic’ terms and even more importantly in terms of its 
relationship to their studio practice. We now have 89% attendance, 69% average mark and 0.9% 
plagiarism. These are some of the indications that the relationships between writing design and the 
design studio are now in a healthier state of affairs than five years ago.
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Figure 8.

Figure 9.
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Figure 9.
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Figure 11.

Figure 10.
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Figure 11.

Figure 10.
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Figure 12.
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