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Abstract

This paper describes the conflation of specific areas of research involved in the development of an electronic (web-based) contract environment that aims to facilitate work-based learning in art and design masters courses. In particular, areas of research that have been developed over a number of years at Birmingham Institute of Art and Design through linking pedagogical review with the development and testing of technologies which ‘carry’ curricula. Within this project, research into aspects of work-based and distance learning, the contracted learning within masters courses in art and design, and the development, testing and evaluation of the student experience has been included. This, within a context of traditional practice, suggests that:

…the field of art and design, like any other area of study, presents an spectrum of research possibilities. And …there is wider acknowledgement of a relatively small, but increasing, number of research projects in art and design to which professional practice is central. (Prentice, 2000, pp 522 & 525)

The paper contains the following elements: (i) a brief discussion of the continuing professional development context in which the project was initiated; (ii) description of the development of an electronic form of the learning contract including discussion of the design of the contract and the thinking that lay behind it; (ii) discussion of the technical and pedagogical issues raised by the project: two issues of particular importance are the integrating of the educational agendas of student and institution in a industry context, and the quality of tutor-student dialogue supported by electronic communication; (v) finally the paper considers the final phase of the project where the contract was tested and evaluated by students in a variety of work situations.

The development of learning contracts for knowledge transfer partnerships (formally teaching company associates) and also mid career professional people is described. The Institute of Art and Design and the University of Central England, has during the last 5 years pioneered this work with a number of small medium and large companies, arts organisations and community groups (Jerrard et al, 1999). This was supported with national and European research and development grants to develop an electronic web-based form of the contract (Jerrard et al 2002).

The project represents an integrated approach to research, where principles of design and usability have been applied to a pedagogical domain. The electronic contract was developed in User-lab, a unique usability resource sited in the art and design faculty. The Lab represents a commitment to usability and focuses on exploring usability issues pertinent to art and design, innovative digital media, and electronic learning and teaching tools. The methodological framework for the work thus derives from the traditions of user-centred design and product design. In the context of digital media this necessitates ongoing development of usability issues and methods pertinent to creative and educational artefacts. 

A critical view has been taken where the experience of students and tutors was seen as essential in the process.  In particular, user research indicated that the following was important: 

· The experience of differing modes by prospective students.

· The time consuming process of contract construction and negotiation.

· The elicitation and development of a personal learning agenda.

· The perception of ownership and responsibility for independent learning.

· The expectation and appreciation by students of dual outcomes.

· The different learning styles involved.

· The potential isolation from other students and lack of shared experience.

A review of the experience shows that within Art & Design tremendous potential exists for both work based learning and electronic delivery at Masters level and beyond. The operation of such contracts has provided surprisingly high levels of scholarship within a collaborative environment of University, student and employer. In particular, the inclusion of work-based assignments, working in parallel with credit accumulation of course assignments in the University, provides an unusual but realistic and stimulating environment. Individual learning strategies appear to centre on aspects of shifting ambitions where design professionals, usually working in areas of professional group allegiance appear particularly adept at mapping personal learning agendas onto work agendas. The system design encourages communication and negotiation between all concerned whilst at the same time enables individual study ownership. Communication through the electronic contract environment appears to focus attention, facilitating clear and pertinent exchange in a way that email, or face to face fails to do.

The current phase of the project involves a close analysis of the personal pedagogic agendas and domains of those students involved. Research so far carried out suggests that a new dialogue needs to take place within an electronic environment in order to enhance and develop an external structure and curriculum for learning. For example, the use of structured and unstructured discussion needs to be catered for within the interface. The degree to which learning within the workplace occurs in a complimentary way to more formal elements is also discussed, as is the way in which individual work-based students prefer to learn. This has not been a simple process, as it is suggested:

…that the language of the creative arts is necessarily metaphoric, multilayered, and qualitative, and that the rendering of multimodal projects requires access to a range of meaning-making resources…

(Doloughan, 2002, p 62)

The wider context of research particularly in web based research and research training within Birmingham Institute of Art and Design is also discussed. 
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