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Abstract

Research question: How can object-based learning activities using archives and collections in art and design pedagogic contexts enhance learning and well-being?

The discipline of object-based learning as suggested by Paris (2002) is rooted in museums and has been enthusiastically embraced by academics exploring the potential of objects to support the pedagogic ambitions of higher education. Early proponents of using collections to support teaching practice at tertiary level (Chatterjee, 2007; Duhs, 2010, Chatterjee, Duhs and Hannan, 2013) considered object-based learning’s relevance to a range of subjects, including social history, archaeology, zoology and medicine, and identified its potential for addressing troublesome knowledge (Perkins, 1999) and contributing to the development of key skills such as research and analysis. However, art and design were notably under-researched in this initial definition of the field.  

As a museum practitioner, lecturer and research academic based in a specialised art and design university, I have addressed that knowledge gap through a decade of practice-based research. My work borrows from a number of disciplines, including museology, archival practice, cultural studies, visual and material culture, pedagogy and psychology. In this critical appraisal I demonstrate my contribution to the field and use the scope of my work to suggest an expanded notion of object-based learning, where objects are more than a way to inculcate a set of instrumental (albeit useful) skills. 

In the art and design world, objects have agency – the capacity to influence, affect or push back. My focus on the complex, dynamic meaning-making processes which ensue from object engagements in the context of the art school has allowed objects to be repurposed as generators of creative practice and nodes for self-reflection. Across the six publications addressed in this thesis, I have used a variety of research methodologies to analyse data from thousands of participants to assess the impact of a variety of object-based learning interventions. Based on this research, I will argue that objects are powerful metaphors with the potential to challenge biases, inspire new ways of seeing and thinking and support curriculum-based learning in art and design. 
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1) Introduction 

In this critical appraisal, I will examine my contribution to the discipline of collections-based object-based learning and outline the steps I have made to expand the field in terms of its relationship to art and design pedagogy. I will argue that my contribution to knowledge has been to surface and explore those mature and embodied object-led practices which typify art and design teaching practice, and to develop new ways of mobilising archives and collections in art and design teaching institutions in support of the signature pedagogies of the art school (Shreeve, et al., 2010). The body of work submitted comprises six peer reviewed journal articles and book chapters authored and co-authored over a period of almost ten years, drawing on a range of object-based learning activities carried out as part of the activities of the Central Saint Martins Museum & Study Collection (M&SC). Those activities engaged students from CSM, the wider university and (in one example) external participants from local community groups.  
 
Central Saint Martins (CSM) is one of the six colleges that comprise University of the Arts London (UAL). The origins of the M&SC can be found in a teaching collection set up by the Central School of Arts and Crafts in the late 19th century. This was a relatively common practice at that time, and similar collections can be found in art schools across the UK. Since then, the M&SC has continued to grow, achieving Registered Museum status in the 1990s. The focus now is to tell the story of CSM, and to showcase the work of staff, students and alumni. The result is a wide-ranging collection which ranges from early printed books and posters to 3D printed jewellery, laser-cut textiles and digitally printed garments. The M&SC currently holds more than 30,000 objects, 5,000 rare books and periodicals and 100 linear metres of archive material. 

Using those collections to support teaching and learning within the university remains a core aim of the M&SC, but teaching practices have changed enormously since the collection was founded. By the time I took up the post of Head of Museum in 2008, I inherited a well ordered but not much used collection and was faced with the challenge of putting it to work in a way that was relevant to contemporary pedagogy. Casting about for solutions, I ultimately settled on the emerging field of object-based learning (Paris, 2002) as the most likely candidate to help me reframe the M&SC’s relationship to its art school host. The concept of object-based learning using collections had already been successfully adopted by academic staff working in the sciences and humanities at University College London (UCL) (Chatterjee, 2007; Duhs, 2010; Hannan, Duhs and Chatterjee, 2013). It was immediately apparent to me that, first, learning through objects was absolutely central to art and design pedagogies and, second, that art and design teaching practice might have much to offer in this context. However, with the exception of Hardie (2009) addressing the potential for mass-produced objects to support learning and teaching in graphic design, the wider field of art and design education was almost entirely missing from this initial development of the field.

Thus began a decade long journey to address that absence - a journey that has involved collaboration with many colleagues across the university, the co-production of new knowledge around object-led pedagogies and the researching and writing of the six peer reviewed book chapters and journal articles that comprise this submission. In this critical review I will argue that my position as head of a museum in an art school, with a mandate to curate, research and teach, has uniquely positioned me to make this contribution to knowledge. It is that intersection between the theoretical and the practical, between museology, pedagogic practice and intellectual enquiry that has allowed me to dig into what is going on in the classroom when objects from archives and collections enter the learning process in their host teaching institution.  

As is so often the case with art and design pedagogy, my research draws on a number of disciplines (Orr and Shreeve, 2018) including museology, archival practice, cultural studies, visual and material culture studies (which in turn draw on art history, anthropology and archaeology), design history, new materialism, pedagogy and learning theory, psychology and even medicine.  Over the past ten years, I have assessed the impact of teaching interventions using social scientific research methods including the qualitative and quantitative analysis of data gathered through dedicated questionnaires as well as end of unit evaluations, structured observations of object-based learning sessions, mood scales and diaries, focus groups and semi-structured interviews. I have increasingly used research methods such as thematic analysis to make sense of complex data and generate robust arguments for what my practice has achieved. 

Ten years on from my first publication on the subject of object-based learning, and with a return to face-to-face teaching following the disruption of the Covid-19 Pandemic, it felt like the right moment to look back over my academic output and try to make sense of its value. Undertaking this process has allowed me to take stock, revisit my own thinking and writing and reflect upon my motivations, successes, errors and misunderstandings, as well as quantifying the reach and impact of my work. I have also had an opportunity to explore new writing – for example Harman’s Object-Oriented Ontology (Harman, 2018) – which has enhanced my understanding of object engagements and enabled me to better situate my work in contemporary contexts. 

I have had cause to think about collaboration, and how the most successful elements of my teaching practice have been forged between disciplines, where object-based learning meets collaborative practice, trans-disciplinarity or health and wellbeing. These are the liminal spaces where innovative practices, methodologies and understandings can emerge and the thrill of butting up against new ways of thinking and working has become a key driver of my work. It is through these encounters that we may seek to expand the field of object-based learning into new territories. This interdisciplinary and collaborative approach is really a direct reflection of the context within which I work, as UAL is home to a broad mix of disciplines, many of which are shaped by practice-based research.   

Finally, the process of submitting this body of work has led me to think deeply about my research methodologies, positionality and writing style. I entered Higher Education as a museum professional, and only later became a member of teaching staff and the UAL research team. While I have greatly valued the process of intellectual enquiry fostered by the university’s formal research structures, I continue to have one foot in the wider museum community. I remain mindful that while many of my museum colleagues have a mature understanding of their publics and are doing meaningful research on their own terms, the formal processes and practices of academia can seem unnecessarily opaque from the viewpoint of their specific context. I have therefore attempted throughout to shy away from overly complex or academic language, and to speak clearly for the layperson. I have always wanted my writing to appeal to and be useful to the curator of a cash strapped museum, with the ambition to think creatively about new ways of engaging with audiences, as well as the academic community striving to define and expand the field. 

Like any other practitioner operating in the 21st century, my research journey has been far from straightforward. Since 2015, when the first book chapter submitted for this thesis was published, UAL has declared a climate emergency (2019) in the face of increasingly disturbing knowledge about the severity and imminence of climate breakdown. UAL has also published an anti-racism action plan (2021) in response to the Black Lives Matters movement and in acknowledgement of the intersectional nature of the climate crisis. We have faced a global pandemic (2020), which for the best part of two academic years forced us to embrace teaching online and address the issues of accessibility that come hand in hand with screen learning. These world events have shaped what we teach and how we teach it and necessitated some creative thinking about how objects and collections might be mobilised to support emergent teaching practices within the intersecting contexts of decoloniality, social disruption and the climate crisis. Consequently, critical race theory, sustainability and equity are a more dominant presence in my recent publications. 


2) Object-based learning: a review of the literature and related disciplinary fields

Introduction 

In this literature and contextual review of the field of object-based learning using archives and collections as suggested by Paris (2002), I will address the landscape that has shaped my work. My professional understanding of object-based learning has been influenced in equal part by museological and archival practice and art and design pedagogy and these will form the main focus of the review. While my work draws on many fields of endeavour, this review will not attempt to synthesise literature relating to more specific areas – such as social prescribing, mental health and wellbeing, inter-disciplinarity, digital learning and intersectional environmentalism - explored in the literature reviews of the chapters and papers which comprise this submission. To address these disparate fields in a meaningful way here would have required more space than this short thesis allows.

In the sections that follow, I will explore the emergence of museums and museology, the origins of object-based learning as an academic discipline and the importance of learning from objects in an art and design environment. I will chart the history of art and design education following the introduction of more formal learning frameworks in the latter part of the 19th century and describe the emergence of distinct associated pedagogies for art and design. I will surface some of the thinking around the nature of thingness or objecthood and the ways we imbue objects with value. I will also explore the work of the philosophers who have asked what an object is, and whether objects can have agency. I will outline some of the thinkers whose work I have found useful when formulating frameworks for approaching objects in the classroom or studio. Finally, I will describe the landscape in museums and higher education institutions in terms of diversification and decolonisation, as this has emerged as a key driver for both sectors in recent years. 

The emergence of the modern museum and the discipline of museology
 
The modern museum emerged from the wunderkammer or cabinets of curiosity of the 16th and 17th centuries (Popadić, 2020). Found in the homes of wealthy individuals, these cabinets were a predominantly European phenomenon born of a craze for collecting rare or fantastical objects. Initially shared through personal invitation, many collections were later opened to wider public. In one of the most noteworthy examples, the lawyer, antiquarian and scholar Elias Ashmole gifted his collection to the University of Oxford in 1677, resulting in what claims to be the world’s first modern museum (Ashmolean Museum website, 2024). 

Other examples would follow in the 18th and 19th centuries. The British Museum, built from the collections of Sir Hans Sloane, was founded in London 1759, the Louvre in Paris was founded in 1793 and the Prussian State Museums (now Berlin State Museums) were consolidated following the proclamation of the German Empire in 1871. These museums presented their nations as custodians of world culture and in effect ‘became the handmaiden of imperialism’ - a fact that has continued to be problematic for the museum sector in the West ever since (Schubert, 2009:23). However, while we may feel deeply ambivalent about the way the birth of museums as we know them reflects the colonial aspirations of their nation states, and while much of contemporary museum practice may be about challenging those structures and ways of thinking, it was under their auspices that the magical world view of the wunderkammer was replaced by orderliness, scholarship and more rigorous curatorial thinking. 

Popadić (2020) describes the gradual emergence of professional museology as a recognised discipline in the mid-1800s, marked by a move away from notions of rarity and curiosity towards the idea of heritage as a public or national good. However, it is widely recognised that the key turning point for both museum practices and the critical interrogation of them can be located in the 1970s and 1980s, with the development of internationally recognised standards (led by the International Council of Museums) and the emergence of more rigorous training for professionals, such as the BA in Museum Studies developed at University of Leicester. During this period ‘power in all its manifestations… came under intense scrutiny’ (Schubert, 2009:56). 1989 saw the publication of The New Museology (Vergo, 1989) which sought to challenge the discourse around the social and political role of museums and change the relationship between museums and their communities. This was closely followed by Hooper-Greenhill’s Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge (1992) which questioned what it is to be a museum, and how they produce or reproduce values. Hooper-Greenhill would go on to write a number of seminal volumes exploring how audiences experience museums and how museums can support formal and informal learning (Hooper-Greenhill, 2002, 2007).  

More recent scholarship has brought an accelerated understanding of the myriad ways that museum collections can be mobilised for learning, social change and public good. Since the turn of the millennium, we have seen a tidal wave of academic writing addressing museums and their engagement with issues of equality and social justice (Sandell, 2002; Sandell and Nightingale, 2012), social change (Chynoweth et al., 2021), ethics (Marstine et al., 2013) and activism (Jane and Sandell, 2020). There is an increasing emphasis on respecting what the audience already knows and co-producing content that reflects the experience and needs of the communities who engage with museums (Simon, 2010). A body of research has also explored the way audiences derive meaning from museum objects and displays (Dierking and Falk, 2000; Hooper-Greenhill 2002). These latter concepts would prove to be an important launch pad for contemporary thinking about object-based learning. 

Object-based learning using archives and collections: the wider field

‘The unique power of objects to convey ideas has long been understood by people who work with museum collections.’ (Hannan, Duhs and Chatterjee, 2013:159). Yet because ‘intellectuals live by the word’ scholars have historically tended to ignore or underplay the potential for objects to contribute to the creation of knowledge (Steele, 1998:327). Hannan and Longair (2017) describe how the term ‘material culture’ emerged in the nineteenth century in association with the work of anthropologists and archaeologists investigating the belief systems and cultural practices made manifest in man-made artefacts. Whether exploring the pre-literate past or non-literate contemporary cultures, academics engaged in this early material cultural research evidenced an inherent belief that the culture doing the exploring was superior to the culture creating the objects. This set up uncomfortable hierarchies which limited the potential of associated research methodologies. However, during the twentieth century, scholars of material culture brought the ‘methods and interpretations of semiotics, post-structuralism and deconstruction to their analyses’ (Green, 2012:68) offering new opportunities for disciplines such as history, to engage with meaningfully with objects. 

Hannan and Longair (2017) argue that, since the 1970s, disciplines across the arts, social sciences and humanities have ‘experienced a real surge in interest in material culture’ which is sometimes referred to as the ‘material turn’. However, Paris (2002) was the first academic to explore museum-based object-centred learning as a distinct academic discipline. Since 2002, when he published his book Perspectives on Object-centred Learning in Museums, there has been a surge of interest in activating museum and archive collections in support of the learning experience. This turn to the world of objects is significant because, as Daston states, ‘thinking with things is very different from thinking with words’ as things ‘knit together matter and meaning’ in ways that resist tidy classification (Daston, 2008/2018:21;10). In recent years, practitioners have mobilised this kind of thing-based thinking to challenge the traditional model of subject-specific transmission of knowledge through hands-on encounters with objects in museums, developing a more nuanced understanding of the potential of object-based learning to inculcate new ways of thinking or seeing (Paris, 2002).

Paris and those who contributed to his 2002 book were addressing museums more broadly – a milieu encompassing family learning, social learning and schools education. However, it was a cohort of academic and curatorial staff at UCL who took up the mantle of collections-based object-based learning within the more specific context of higher education in the UK. Professor Helen Chatterjee, Dr Rosalind Duhs, Dr Leonie Hannan and Dr Thomas Kador have written extensively about the potential for object-based learning activities to enhance classroom experiences, improve knowledge around specific subject areas, teach transferrable skills such as research and analysis and positively impact professional practice. They have situated object-based learning as a student-centred approach and advocated for its value as an experiential pedagogy embedded within multiple curricula. UCL Museums and Collections are now regarded by the wider university as learning spaces to explore a range of disciplines from science to heritage (Chatterjee, 2007; Duhs, 2010; Hannan, Duhs and Chatterjee, 2013; Chatterjee and Hannan, 2015; Kador et al., 2018). 

In advocating for an object-centred approach to learning, the scholars detailed above have drawn upon pedagogic scholarship, particularly that around experiential learning (Kolb, 1984), multisensory learning (Shams and Seitz, 2008; QIA, 2008) and notions of embodied or somatic knowing (Matthews, 1998; Marshalsey, 2024) all of which emphasise the importance of engaging all of the senses in learning including sight, touch, hearing and the somatic senses. They have also challenged the notion that meaning is inherently held within the object or within the physical and temporal space of the museum. Paris suggests that each visitor brings a wealth of knowledge and expertise from outside the object encounter which colours or shapes the experience. He describes a ‘transaction’ between the object and the viewer which ‘evokes and allows meaning construction’ (Paris, 2002:XVI). This suggests that different viewers have the capacity to decode objects from different critical perspectives.

For Hannan, Duhs and Chatterjee (2013:159) this imbues objects with the ability to ‘elucidate meaning’ in educational settings, bringing benefits to the learner in terms of the acquisition of new knowledge and the development of key competencies such as critical thinking. For disciplines such as medicine, zoology, biology or archaeology, object-based studies can be used to enhance the learning experience alongside more traditional forms of information dissemination. However, for other subject areas, the scales may be more heavily weighted towards the object encounter. For example, Steele (1998), working in a fashion history context, argues that object-based research is the most valuable generator of knowledge production. Whether object encounters are framed as secondary or central to the study of a discipline, proponents of object-based learning all seem to argue that the experience should involve direct and unmediated engagement with the object.

Kjølberg (2010:119) describes how museum display cabinets limit the sensory experience of objects, offering at best ‘a relationship at a distance’. Manfredi and Reynolds (2013:139) discuss the importance of allowing viewers to experience the object away from the practices of traditional display, where they can enjoy a ‘multisensory experience’ which enables them to extend their knowledge of materials and craft techniques. The provision of hands-on, unmediated object engagements feels particularly important for pedagogies addressing learners, such as art and design students, who might benefit from embodied understandings of objects. This would become a core element of my emerging professional practice. 

Ways of learning from art objects in art and design education settings  

Hannan, Duhs, and Chatterjee (2013) mainly address the use of objects in the teaching of science and humanities subjects, noting that, in these disciplines, the acceptance of object-based learning as a valid teaching technique is a relatively recent phenomenon. On this basis, one might assume that an understanding of object-led studies in an art and design context that is largely preoccupied with the making of things was more fully formed. However, entrenched disciplinary hierarchies have somewhat delayed an appreciation of the potential for objects to support learning in an art and design context. 

While there has long been an assumption that fine art is a product of the mind or intellect, and therefore something worthy of exploration through the academic discipline of art history, it has taken time to challenge the historic positioning of the design process as artisanal, craft work or something lesser than the so-called ‘high arts’ of painting, sculpture and architecture. Though we may tacitly acknowledge that objects are equally capable of generating new ways of seeing and thinking (Cook, 2010:94) object engagements in the art school have tended to happen without being articulated or explicitly addressed. 

Cook, Reynolds and Speight (2010) explore the long-standing links between schools of art and design and museums, which were positioned as laboratories for knowledge production and considered essential to teaching. They cite a number of schools which were based on access to teaching collections – most famously South Kensington Museum (now V&A) which was linked to the Government School of Design (now the Royal College of Art). The CSM Museum & Study Collection, where I have been based since 2008, very much fits that mould, and was developed from a teaching collection set up at the Central School of Arts and Crafts in the late 19th century. Evans (1996:15) describes how material for this collection was chosen because it expressed the ‘energy and expressiveness’ of the craft worker and encouraged students to develop studio and workshop skills. Little documentation of this early teaching practice remains, so we can only speculate as to how this was achieved, but it seems reasonable to assume that what students were expected to gain from these object engagements was primarily information about materiality, construction and design.      

Blythe (2013) discusses the transition from a prevailing paradigm of object-centred studies in the art school from connoisseurship and emulation, where ideals were perpetuated through faithful copying, to one of innovation which seeks to understand expert craftsmanship with a view to creating new forms. This deeper understanding of what objects might offer in an educational setting evolved alongside the new art theory of the 1970s and 1980s, which brought an emphasis on the need to consider the viewer (Hannan and Longair, 2017:26) and an acknowledgement that objects and artworks cannot be studied from a neutral standpoint. 

Cook (2010) argues that we must now ask how museums can support a learning experience that utilises all of the senses, including sight, sound, touch and even smell, in recognition of the importance of the physical or embodied knowledge to art and design ways of understanding. If, as Boys (2010:47) suggests, objects are ‘key reference points’ for art and design students, for whom a central component of their learning experience is predicated on the non-verbal, object-based learning has the potential to support students in developing their visual literacy and surface the tacit and embodied knowledges inherent in the making process.  

The emergence of distinct teaching practices in art and design higher education 

The twentieth century saw the continuing formalisation of art and design education under the influence of William Coldstream, who published two significant reports on art education in 1960 and 1970. The reports’ recommendations led to the introduction of the Diploma of Art and Design (or DIPAD) in 1963 and the BA in Art and Design in 1974, requiring students to look beyond material concerns and develop critical frameworks for describing their work and its place in a wider cultural context. To fulfil this requirement, disciplines such as cultural studies and critical theory entered the art school curriculum with aim of developing a deeper connection between thinking and making and exploring the interrelationships between design and society (Conway, 1987:5). Consequently, art and design institutions began to place more value on their teaching collections as a potential resource for supporting the development of critical approaches (Evans, 1996) and a clearer understanding of how artworks or designed objects might be interconnected with the dominant discourses and power structures of the wider world. 

During the late 20th and early 21st century, when many art schools became universities or polytechnics, art and design education at tertiary level became entwined with the processes and requirements of an internationalised and highly professionalised higher education system resulting in a rich, complex and constantly evolving landscape and the emergence of a distinct set of teaching practices. Shreeve, Sims and Trowler (2010) set out to define what they call ‘signature pedagogies’ in art and design. They point to the predominantly ‘dialogic nature of teaching’ with staff and students working together to negotiate uncertainty (Shreeve, Sims and Trowler, 2010:125). Orr and Shreeve (2018) suggest that this flexibility in the curriculum is necessary because boundaries are constantly changing and neither teaching staff nor students can know what the final learning destination will be. Rather the ‘students work with staff and with each other to co-create the learning’ in a process that is negotiated rather than didactic (Orr and Shreeve, 2018:3). Peer-to-peer learning is an important part of that process.

While some of this staff-student or peer-to-peer exchange happens informally in the studio, the ‘crit’ offers a more formal space for discussing work-in-progress (Shreeve, Sims and Trowler, 2010). The crit can be quite an exposing experience, involving self-exploration and public presentation of ideas. However, if handled carefully, this embedded practice of dialogic learning has much to offer when it comes to framing object-encounters. Blair (2011:160) notes that that the crit ‘cannot be prescriptive’ and that there is no right or wrong solution to any given problem. Rather the tutor should resist the temptation to take the role of expert and let the students do the talking (Shreeve, Wareing and Drew, 2009). This process could also be described as an emotional one (Spendlove, 2007) as students are required to share something of themselves in a way other subjects do not demand. 

Art and Design pedagogy’s emphasis on self-awareness or self-reflection and the ability to negotiate unchartered territory may suggest that a particular kind of student is suited to art and design education. Indeed, a number of those writing about contemporary art and design teaching practice have suggested that, in a world that looks increasingly uncertain, a cornerstone of creative endeavour is a willingness to take risks and tolerate ambiguity (Breines, 2005; Spendlove, 2007; Orr and Shreeve, 2011). However, Cunliffe (2002) suggests that we move away from a focus on ‘dispositions’ or an emphasis on the way our students feel and behave in favour of ‘cultivating a cognitive map for making, explaining, interpreting and evaluating’ art and design (Cunliffe, 2002:118) which addresses multiple dimensions of learning.  

Shreeve, Sims and Trowler (2010:130) note how experiential or problem-based approaches have developed to enhance practical instruction and a ‘bodily learning that involves emotions and senses’. While experiential learning (Kolb, 1984) is not a phenomenon unique to the art and design environment, it has been widely mobilised within the art and design curriculum. For Kolb, concrete experience fuels observations and reflections, which lead to the formation of abstract concepts and new knowledge. Hence, ideas are formed and reformed through experience. Kolb describes experiential learning as a holistic concept, involving thinking, feeling, perceiving and behaving, and sees the movement from concrete to abstract thinking, or active to reflective behaviours, as one of cognitive growth (Kolb, 1984:23).  

The notion of bodily or kinaesthetic learning suggested by Kolb gestures towards a more profound relationship with material culture in art and design than might be expected in other disciplines. Shreeve, Wareing and Drew (2009) describe the prevalence of ‘tacit’ knowledge in art and design, while Orr and Shreeve (2018:26;23) talk about ‘experiential knowing’ and argue that the predominantly visual and material world of art and design could be a ‘form of abstract knowledge in its own right’. So much of what we do as teaching practitioners is about drawing out or giving shape to this tacit or abstract knowledge and helping students see and understand what is going on under the surface. 

Finally, it has been suggested that students of art and design who see themselves predominantly as makers may struggle with the notion of theory, or with having to codify or put into words their embodied understanding of the making process. Orr and Shreeve (2018:32) acknowledge this phenomenon, but argue that theory should not be seen as a ‘separate subject which takes them away from the practice they enjoy’. In the accounts of the book chapters and journal articles that follow, I will describe how object-based learning can be a bridge between theory and practice, offering a comparatively tangible way of doing research which feels achievable even to those who are predominantly haptic thinkers.     

Ways of thinking about objects and how we attribute value to them 

While the book chapters and journal articles herein discussed do not substantively venture into philosophical territory, many of the claims made by the academic disciplines - such as material culture – that have shaped my work, owe a debt to philosophical approaches which have asked what constitutes an object and to what extent we, as complex individual beings, can experience that object. For many of those thinking about objects and their place in the world, the work of the German philosopher Martin Heidegger is a key place to start. In his seminal essay What is a Thing? Heidegger describes the ‘thingness of a thing’; that which is grounded in space and time and which makes it particular (Heidegger, 1967:16). He argues that the essence of the things we encounter only have meaning in relation to other objects or people, and states that we will never reach the things themselves, because we are all individual and can only ‘exchange subjective pictures of things with one another’ (Heidegger, 1967:12). Heidegger’s work, like most material approaches developed before the 21st century, conceives matter as passive and non-performative – something that only comes to life when perceived by the human mind.

In Things That Talk: Object Lessons from Art and Science art historian Lorraine Daston seeks to show ‘how talkativeness and thingness hang together.’ (Daston, 2008/2018:11). While anthropocentrism privileges the human voice, Daston believes that objects have the capacity to be simultaneously material and meaningful and to ‘press their messages on attentive auditors’ in a process beyond ventriloquism, puppetry or projection (Daston, 2008/2018:11;14-15). For Daston these talkative objects straddle or cross boundaries and generate new experiences and cultural realities. But can objects do more than talk? Fallan describes how Actor-Network Theory (ANT), introduced by Bruno Latour, Michel Callon and John Law in the 1980s, dismantled the distinction between ‘human and non-human actors’ (Fallan, 2010:66). Latour proposed through ANT that agency is shared equally between humans and things (Hannan and Longair, 2017:19-20) which resist and adapt to each other. While Latour himself has acknowledged the limitations of ANT the theory has permeated recent academic culture influencing disciplines such as vital materialism and Object-Oriented Ontology. 

Vital materialism, as suggested by Jane Bennet in her 2010 book Vibrant Matter: a political ecology of things, questions the notion of ‘dull matter’ and ‘vibrant life’ and the perceived anthropocentrism of historic materialism (Bennett, 2010:vii). Bennett talks about ‘thing power’ and the ‘curious ability of inanimate things to animate, to act, to produce effects’ (Bennett, 2010:6). Object-Oriented Ontology (OOO) echoes vital materialism’s presentation of human and non-human materialities as participants in a dense network of relations and flows. Graham Harman, one of OOO’s key proponents, goes a step further than ANT or vital materialism in describing a completely flat ontology in which all objects – human and non- human - are treated in the same way. For Harman, ‘the external world exists independently of human awareness’ (Harman, 2018:10) and objects have both a degree of autonomy and the ability to transform one another.

The theoretical positioning of objects as entities which have agency and a capacity to influence or even push back against the anthropocentric worldview clearly has implications for the field of object-based learning, particularly in the art and design environment. While meaning can be derived from any object (as documented in Garrow and Shove’s 2007 article The Toothbrush and the Axe) art and design objects, particularly those which are found in museums, are subject an additional layer of value systems. In his seminal essay on The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, the philosopher and cultural critic Walter Benjamin explores the perceived value of artworks produced or reproduced by mechanical processes. Benjamin was specifically considering issues such as authenticity, transmissibility and uniqueness, and he talks about the ‘aura’ of an artwork, that which is significant beyond the realm of art’ (Benjamin, 1935/1999:215). Jean Baudrillard would later describe human beings and objects as being ‘bound together in a collusion in which the objects take on a certain density, an emotional value – what might be called a presence’ (Baudrillard, 1968/2005:14).   

This is echoed by anthropological assumptions about how notions of value or presence might change over time. Igor Koptytoff describes how objects resist classification or push back against homogeneity through the accrual of personal attachment or collective singularisation. In what Koptytoff describes as ‘complex societies’, objects are dynamic, moving from the worthless multiples to expensive collectibles or family heirlooms and back again at the whim of individuals or societies (Koptytoff, 1986:80). Often the assumption of specialness or singularity develops with time as we build a relationship with the object or get enough distance from it to appreciate it anew – as Bain and Ellenbogen would have it; there is a ‘simple power in being in the presence of objects from the past’ (2002:154.) It is these private hierarchies, collective fetishisms and dynamic processes of understanding objects I have been interested in exploring within a pedagogic context. 
 
Key theories for object-based learning using archives and collections 

[bookmark: _Hlk173412670]In his book Pedagogy of Freedom Paulo Freire asks that we respect the knowledge and expertise of the student and argues that teaching should be about creating possibilities ‘for the production of construction of knowledge’ based on the students’ prior experience (Freire, 2001:30). However, while we may wish to foreground the knowledge which pre-exists in the classroom, and while the meaning-making experience may happen relatively naturally when students encounter an object, learners need to be supported to build their understandings and make sense of or describe what is going on. It is only with the right tool kit that the meaning-making experience can be actualised.   

Hannan and Longair describe how disciplines, such as history or literary studies, have turned to the analysis of objects to address gaps and omissions in the archival record, drawing on frameworks and methodologies developed by disciplines such as archaeology and anthropology which have a longer track record of engaging with material things (Hannan and Longair, 2017:15). However, the methodologies common to archaeology and anthropology were primarily developed to better understand cultural evolution and human behaviour or to support the classification of material found in the field. Cook, writing in an art school context, identifies the intellectual and physical skills required to ‘critically and creatively interrogate objects’ as a key attribute of the design student (Cook, 2010:91). My search for approaches I could repurpose or appropriate to help develop these skills would primarily take me to the disciplines of art history and material culture studies, which encourage close reading and embodied observation. A list of key approaches and the work I drew on to formulate or construct them is listed below. 

1. Objects as symbols that communicate ideas

In my attempts to develop approaches for mobilising objects to encourage the development of a deeper understanding of material possibilities, culture and society, I drew upon the work of curator and art historian Jules Prown. Writing in the Winterthur Portfolio, Prown proposes artefacts as the ‘primary data for the study of material culture’ because they embody and reflect the beliefs, attitudes and assumptions of society (Prown, 1982:1). Prown’s thinking about material culture was drawn from disciplines such as archaeology or anthropology which seek to understand non-literate societies through the study of what they produce or leave behind. He describes his position as structuralist in its premise that the object corresponds to patterns in wider society or can be ‘read’ by the viewer as a sign in a semiotic system (Rowe, 2002:30).  

Prown’s belief that objects have an inherent and attached value that changes over time, led him to suggest a three-stage methodology for approaching material culture, based on: 

· description – what can be observed
· deduction – what the viewer can construe from the object 
· hypothesis – where questions are tested against external evidence

Importantly, Prown asks that we acknowledge our own cultural biases and the assumptions we bring to object encounters, making room for new perspectives. Steele (1998:329) expands on this, suggesting that during the deduction phase students realise how much of their knowledge they must put aside as ‘conjecture or subjective feelings’. Framing object encounters that encourage and support this realisation creates opportunities for increased self-awareness and challenging accepted knowledge. 

2. Visual Literacy 

While Prown’s methodology addresses the physical object, Gillian Rose’s Visual Methodologies was most influential in suggesting how I might develop approaches addressing the content and interpretation of images. Rose’s practical guide explores the meanings – explicit and implicit, conscious and unconscious – held in visual materials (Rose, 2012:2). Rose argues that the visual is central to the cultural construction of contemporary societies and that paintings, photographs and movies all offer a view of the world that is ‘never innocent’ (Rose, 2012:17). 

Rose offers up a number of approaches that might facilitate our understanding of visual materials, based on four ‘sites’ or areas for consideration:

· the production of the image
· the contents of the image itself
· the way audiences encounter the image 
· how the image is circulated or shared

She addresses how the four sites can be mobilised across such disparate methodologies as content analysis (a rigorous methodology for analysing large bodies of material), semiology (an exploration of how meaning is generated and received), psychoanalysis (which addresses the co-constitution of images and subjectivities) and discourse analysis (which pays careful attention to the way power, truth and knowledge play out in the social production and effect of images.) Rose also asks us to consider how the way objects are encountered changes across time and geography; an approach that has proved useful when encouraging students to think about how their own work might be received once it leaves the sphere of its making. 

3. Objects as nodes in a networked conversation 

Yrjö Engeström, a Professor of Adult Education based in Helsinki, has described objects as mediating artefacts at the centre of sociality and social intercourse (Engeström, 1999). In her ground-breaking book The Participatory Museum, former museum director and experience designer Nina Simon develops Engeström’s thinking for the museum context and defines objects as ‘the engines of socially networked experiences’, with the ability to spark conversations, connect people and facilitate exchange (Simon, 2010:127). She describes how objects can trigger a reaction or generate immediate and intimate connections between the object and the viewer and between audiences. For Simon, objects offer audiences an opportunity to focus on a third thing, rather than each other, making ‘interpersonal engagement more comfortable’ (Simon, 2010:128). She suggests that objects can be made more social by asking viewers questions and leaving room for multiple answers. This tolerance of ambiguity or call for the co-construction of knowledge with audiences is a new direction of travel for museums, which have historically privileged curatorial authority. Simon’s approach has particular relevance for museums operating in art and design environments because it aligns with the central tenets of art and design pedagogy. 

4. Challenging unconscious biases and understanding the self

Finally, my search took me to resources that might help shape an exploration of objects in order to challenge unconscious biases and forms of institutional knowledge to better understand the self, society and one’s agency in the making process. Philosopher and literary theorist Roland Barthes suggests in his influential text Mythologies that the viewer can be as important as the creator when it comes to deriving meaning from objects and other cultural phenomenon (Barthes, 1957/2021). Another French thinker, the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, argues that our aesthetic sensibilities are shaped by class, experience and culturally ingrained habitus (Bourdieu, 1979/2000). Bourdieu suggests that our ‘cultural capital’ and tastes are shaped by societal expectations. For many students that will mean a lifelong exposure to a Western canon positioned as being of superior quality and intellectual depth, which is something we must actively seek to disrupt if we are to create more inclusive learning environments. 

Prown (1982), Tilley (1992), Steele (1998), Paris (2002), Hooper Greenhill (2002) and Rose (2012) variously describe how the viewer brings their cultural capital to the meaning-making experience, and how objects are viewed in a particular social context which further influences the way they are received and understood. Rose (2012:153) addresses the Freudian instability of the unconscious and suggests that the way we make sense of the world is subjective, fluid, emotional and non-rational. Within this context, each meaning-making experience changes or constructs both the understanding of the object and the spectator. This notion that we bring our engrained ways of thinking to object encounters would prove important to my teaching practice, which actively seeks to explore and challenge the tacit narratives that surface in the classroom. 

This is partly a challenge to the way students see or think, but also a challenge to the way they feel. Spendlove (2008) and Orr and Shreeve (2018) note the importance of the affective or emotional elements of the learning experience in art and design. However, as Sagan argues, emotions are often assumed to be unnecessary baggage ‘split off from the rationalist, cognitive task of learning’ (Sagan, 2011:141). If the production of art and design objects is an act of self-expression, then is must surely be an emotional process, and by extension our engagement with art and design objects must be an emotional process too. In seeking to understand our responses to objects we must, therefore, have safe spaces in which to dig into our thoughts, feelings, identities, memories and autobiographies; a process that not only facilitates an enhanced understanding of the object encounter, but of who we are and why we see the world the way we do. 

Equity and diversity in museums and art and design education

In UAL, the university where the M&SC is based, both home and international students from minority ethnic groups are less likely to achieve a first or a 2:1 (Carbone, 2019), while sources such as the National Student Survey and @UALtruth Instagram account evidence ongoing issues around belonging, isolation, stereotyping, micro-aggressions and racism across the university (Bunting and Hill, 2021). Shilliam (2018) argues that this regrettable phenomenon is replicated in universities throughout the UK. Consequently, an emerging body of scholarship has sought to understand why higher education institutions are failing to recognise and reward the efforts of minority students. 

Gebrial (2018) argues that universities are sites of knowledge production which have the power to decide ‘which histories, knowledges and intellectual contributions are considered valuable and worthy of further critical attention’. In many disciplines, particularly the arts and humanities, this has resulted in curricula and reading lists that privilege white male Eurocentric heteronormative content (Maldonado-Torres et al., 2018). In 2011, Bhagat and O’Neill noted that universities were exploring how to break the cycle of perpetual privilege and make ‘equality and social justice a reality on our campuses’ (Bhagat and O’Neill, 2011:32). However, Priyamvada Gopal argues that ‘in Britain and Europe decolonisation as a cultural and educational imperative is a belated project’ and frustratingly slow (Gopal, 2021:876).

In the UK, students from non-Western cultures are expected to engage in a learning environment which privileges performative or observable modes of participation that ‘underscore restrictive, culturally specific and normative notions of what constitutes “acceptable” student practice’ while quiet or non-verbal modes of study such as listening and thinking tend to be dismissed as passive or even deviant (Gourlay, 2015:403). An emphasis on group work and collaborative practice, which have become increasingly popular approaches in art schools, may offer opportunities for self-development and foster a sense of belonging among some students (Cartney and Rouse, 2007). However, it also has the potential to replicate the structures which lead many minority students to feel othered or marginalised within the university community. 

And what of museums? While the last three decades have seen notions of equality, diversity and social justice ‘move from the margins of museum thinking and practice to the core’ (Sandell and Nightingale, 2012:1) many museums remain problematic both in terms of their collections and their processes and practices, which often replicate imperialist ideologies and colonial structures (Schubert, 2009). Curatorial staff in UK Museums are still predominantly white, which further entrenches the Western ways of thinking and seeing which shape normative perceptions of power relations; an issue which is not just reflected in the way our collections are described, but what they comprise. The AHRC funded Black Artists and Modernism project 2016 – 2018, which sought to understand the contribution of black artists and artists of colour to the visual arts in Britain, concluded that on average, only 1% - 4% of works in public collections in the UK were made by non-white artists, so it is immediately clear that these collections are not representative of the wider UK population (Dalal-Clayton, 2018). 

How, then, might the inclusion of object-based learning using archives and collections in tertiary level art and design curriculum help challenge or dismantle the structures of inequity inherent in UK museums and universities? Carbone (2019:186) argues that a ‘hard divide’ between doing and thinking, reinforces structural inequalities and offers up cultural studies and contextual studies as being potential spaces for the empowerment of marginalised students. Jabbar and Mirza (2019:569) talk about ‘cultural branching’ or the practice of building bridges between pre-existing knowledge and what students are expected to learn, while Gopal argues that teaching for diversity is important not just from an ethical point of view, but because a diverse curriculum is more intellectually expansive and ‘pedagogically sound’ (Gopal, 2021:877). Many of the object-based learning frameworks I have developed employ ‘embodied listening’ (Bunting and Hill, 2021:147) and surface and acknowledge the value of multiple ways of thinking, seeing and knowing. This decentring of authority has the potential to create space for reflection and foster a sense of belonging among the student body allowing students to bring their ‘heritage, identity and experience’ into their creative work (Bunting and Hill, 2021:153).

3) Research methodology 

[bookmark: _Hlk173412863][bookmark: _Hlk173412931]Carr and Kemmis (1986/2002) suggest that theory should be used to interrogate teaching practice in a continual process of research, carried out by a ‘critical community committed to the development of education’ (Carr and Kemmis, 1986/2002:5). Since my earliest ventures in teaching, I have sought to understand the student experience and to question the assumptions, power structures and interactions that underpin my teaching practice (Brookfield, 1995). I thus meet a number of the criteria of the action researcher, in that I am a practitioner ‘learning through action and reflection’ (McNiff, 1988/2013:24) seeking to generate theoretical knowledge from close observation of teaching interventions (Carr and Kemmis, 1986/2002). My overall research methodology is empirical and inductive, based on observation and experimentation and employing a pragmatic combination of quantitative and qualitative data collection methods depending on the context of each research intervention (Kivunga and Kugini, 2017). This reflects my background in public museums, where funders required activity to be justified by a strong evidence base, backed up by data collected through questionnaires, focus groups and user surveys. 

This approach might indicate a positivist theoretical perspective; a belief that there is a single external reality, and that it could somehow be measured (Carr and Kemmis, 1986/2002). However, the pedagogic space I inhabit is responsive, emergent and fluid and the processes and practices of museology and education are in constant evolution. I would, therefore, situate myself within the interpretivist or constructivist paradigm, in that I think of reality as a social construct and am interested in understanding the ‘subjective world of human experience’ within that context (Kivunja and Kugini, 2017:33). I have thus explored other data capture methods – such as recorded conversations, semi-structured interviews, structured observations and analysis of student work – that have helped me to shelve some of my a priori assumptions and explore the potential for individual experiences to amount (at times) to something more universal (Bliss, 2016). 

My ontological position in terms of how we might approach objects and object encounters is probably closest to that of Daston (2008/18) and Bennett (2010) who see objects as being lively or having agency. The notion of the viewer and the object being mutually constituted or negotiated - as suggested by Latour (2005) and Harman (2018) - has also proved enormously useful in my understanding of object encounters and subsequent research has attempted to probe those complex, unique, individualised experiences. My research approach is broadly derived from phenomenology, which was initially suggested as a theoretical philosophical movement by Husserl (1913/2012) and later developed by Heidegger (1962) and Merleau-Ponty (1962). Phenomenology seeks to understand the outside world as it is interpreted through the senses and human consciousness; an approach that has underpinned the trajectory of my research from the start. Bliss (2016) describes the phenomenological assumption that human experience is spiritual, physical, emotional, psychological and temporal (Bliss, 2016:24) and my research seeks to draw out and make sense of how embodied object encounters are shaped and understood by those who experience them. 


While I did not deliberately set out to investigate my own institution (my research question addresses the issue of object-based learning and art and design pedagogy in higher education more broadly) I am researching the implications of my own practice, which necessarily roots the research in location and time. In this I might be considered to be conducting ‘insider research’ which is acknowledged to have both benefits and drawbacks (Trowler, 2011; Mercer, 2024). Trowler notes that the insider has privileged access to more ‘naturalistic data’ and may have more opportunity of implementing positive change than someone from outside the institution, while Mercer suggests the insider researcher benefits from greater familiarity and rapport with participants and an ability to blend in. 

Conversely, the insider researcher may struggle to take a step back and produce ‘culturally neutral’ accounts (Trowler, 2011:2) or might make assumptions and take things for granted (Mercer, 2024). I see this tension playing out in my own work. The privileged access I have gained to multiple teaching interventions, and the long timeframe of the research, has allowed me to garner data from multiple kinds of experience and many different participants. I have also been able to make iterative improvements to my own practice as a result, so each research intervention builds on the last and feeds into the next. However, I acknowledge that, while I have sought to distance myself from the activity described, I cannot help but have a vested interest in that which I am describing.
 
I must also acknowledge the unique nature of my professional situation. While I did not set out to research the particular landscape of CSM, that is where I have been based for the duration of the research described in this thesis, and all of the interventions involved items from the CSM M&SC. This is important to note, as CSM is an art school of a certain status and is viewed (both positively and negatively) within that context. Professor Emeritus Jeremy Till, a former Head of College, describes CSM as an ‘elite institution’, which was (at least during his tenure) statistically more difficult to get into than Oxford or Cambridge (Till, 2024). This has obvious implications for the kind of objects we hold in the Museum & Study Collection, the kind of student we see in our classrooms and the competitive nature of the college’s research environment. While the teaching practice presented in this thesis could be meaningfully replicated with any objects in any art and design institution, it is important to be honest about the privileged setting within which the research took place. 

The institutional setting also raises wider questions as to the nature of the research. Trowler (2011) suggests that studying activity that takes place within your own HEI will almost inevitably make it some kind of case study. According to Yin (1984/2003) case study research investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, and the individual research interventions described in this thesis seem to fit that framework reasonably well. However, when rationalising the work as a whole, this may not be appropriate, at least not according to Yin’s definition, which requires the case to address a ‘unit of analysis’ related to initial research questions (Yin, 1984/2003:23). 
While each research intervention was carefully designed, the six articles and book chapters described were not conceived in their entirety from the outset. Rather, they developed iteratively and opportunistically, influenced by emerging institutional concerns, chance meetings, strategic collaborations and so on. A more flexible definition of the case study, such as Simons (2009:18) description of a ‘process of conducting systematic, critical enquiry into a phenomenon of choice’ with a view to generating in-depth understanding of that phenomenon, might offer a stronger argument for applying the case study model to the work as a whole. However, ultimately it might be more useful to think in terms of individual cases building towards a clearer overall theory or picture. 

Throughout my research journey, I have used semi-structured interviews, focus groups and analyses of written student work, which have provided a rich source of insight and inspiration. However, in reviewing my earlier research, I acknowledge the limitations of the tools I used to analyse larger data sets. I am grateful to colleagues who have subsequently introduced me to research methods such as grounded theory and thematic analysis, which have allowed me to dig into those experiences with rigour and an open mind about what might emerge. I first encountered grounded theory analysis – a set of systematic inductive methods for conducting qualitative research - while working with colleagues from UCL on the Museums on Prescription programme (Todd et al., 2017). At that moment in my research journey, I benefited greatly from working with a team of practitioners, including a clinical psychologist, to analyse data gathered through a variety of methods including diary entries, interviews and mood scales. However, while some elements of grounded theory analysis (such as coding information to identify emerging themes) seemed potentially replicable by me in my own work, other elements (such as theoretical sampling, where a data set is expanded based on your learning) were beyond my resources or the scope of my research. 

I have since settled on thematic analysis as a more suitable alternative, as it offers an accessible and theoretically flexible approach to analysing qualitative data (Braun and Clarke 2006). Importantly for my research, thematic analysis is also considered an appropriate tool for ‘seeking to understand experiences, thoughts or behaviours across a data set’ (Ekiger and Varpio, 2020:1). Thematic analysis employs a combination of deductive and inductive approaches to facilitate the identification of patterns across multiple data – in my case that might be student reports, end of unit feedback forms and interviews - while seeking to prevent the researcher from taking an active role in identifying emergent themes. While it is a necessary part of the process that the researcher should state their theoretical position, thematic analysis requires the researcher to provide a passive account of the themes that arise from the data via a dispassionate coding process. Braun and Clarke (2006) first outlined how this might be achieved through rigorous familiarisation with the data, coding and reviewing emerging themes, refining and collapsing themes and reporting on findings. This approach has brought a new dimension to my research and allowed for a more distanced and neutral approach to analysing data.

That said, any research approach which seeks to understand and explore human experience remains problematic. While methods like thematic analysis are designed to eliminate bias and refute accusations that the researcher is simply searching for evidence to back up anticipated results, I am aware that my ambitions and personal prejudices must have shaped this research in multiple ways and remain mindful that this is a potential limitation in research design which requires constant vigilance and critique. Similarly, I accept that the very act of observing or questioning participants has the potential to alter their behaviour (Bell, 2010) introducing an element of performance which can influence data. However, I still believe that there is value in the body of research I present in this submission and in using the evidence gathered to argue for change. 

4) Ethics

The British Educational Research Association (BERA) advocates that ‘educational researchers should operate within an ethic of respect for all persons’ (BERA, 2024:11). Active engagement with BERA’s guidelines has underpinned all of my research, and the ethical pillars of my research include: confidentiality; safe storage of data; informed consent; voluntary participation; anonymization of data; the negotiation of data use with participants and the inclusion of a process to address complaints, concerns or withdrawal. However, the ethical approach adopted in each of the six book chapters and journal articles that comprise this submission varies according to the data that was being collected and the circumstances in which it was being collected.  

In most of the research interventions described, participants were taking part in curriculum-based teaching or academic support workshops and were asked for feedback once the intervention had taken place. The exception to this is the Museums on Prescription programme (Willcocks, 2021a) where participants were specifically recruited to a research project and provided feedback throughout. Almost all the book chapters and journal articles which comprise this thesis drew in some shape or form on data gathered from interviews, end-of-unit feedback forms, focus groups, questionnaires or analysis of student reports. Where this occurred, research interventions were designed in accordance with BERA’s guidelines and the specific ethics procedures required by the university where the primary research was taking place. 

The first submission, The Power of Concrete Experience (Willcocks, 2015), was a comparative study of students at UCL and UAL and was conducted using documentation and processes which had been approval by UCL’s research ethics committee. All subsequent studies involving the collection and analysis of data from participants went through a formal approval process by the research ethics committees of either CSM (college level) or UAL (the wider university) depending on which participants were involved and where the research was taking place. A full record of the process involved in securing permissions, and any associated documentation such as sound recordings, student reports, questionnaires or permissions have been stored in a secure manner and (where appropriate) deleted after a period of time. Where research was based on a critical analysis of student outcomes in the public domain, such as exhibitions and websites, ethics approval was not deemed necessary.  

Whether my research has involved students or members of the public, they have been given appropriate information about the research and asked to give permission for their data to be used in my research. Where once I might have provided an introductory statement, verbal explanation or short presentation about my research, full participant information sheets are now provided with clear statements about the voluntary nature of participation and the fact (where participants are students) non-participation will not in any way prejudice the student journey. I have also been encouraged by peer reviewers to provide more comprehensive descriptions of ethical considerations in my writing, and so what use to be a largely ‘back of house’ activity is now rightfully placed front and centre in my work.  

One of the papers is worth noting because it was based on research that involved vulnerable adults. The ‘Pedagogic Prescription’ chapter in Object-Based for Learning and Well-Being (Willcocks, 2021a) involved interviews with mental health service users and older adults suffering from social isolation. Simons (2009/13:97) states that researchers should take care not to ‘exploit a person’s openness or vulnerability’ and due consideration had to be given to their additional sensitivities. To secure the appropriate permissions, I had to think carefully about how to provide the right information to enable participants to make an informed decision about taking part in the research. I also had to consider where the interviews should take place, what help participants might need to attend safely and how to signpost participants to further support should the interviews surface any discomfort. 

Another issue for me to bear in mind has been my position as an ‘insider researcher’. BERA’s guidelines state that ‘particular care may also be needed’ when the researcher is also an insider (BERA, 2024), while Trowler (2011) and Coghlan (2014) warn that insider researchers may encounter conflicts between their roles as student / teacher / researcher. I have acknowledged throughout this thesis and the six book chapters and journal articles discussed that I have a clear and vested interest in the activities described. However, I argue that the access to naturalistic research data, as well as the sheer quantity of data I have been able to generate as a result of being an insider, ultimately outweighs the ethical challenges. As my research approaches have matured, I have increasingly turned to tools like thematic analysis, which have given me greater distance from the data and enhanced my ability to make critical judgements about my own work. I know that true impartiality is impossible, but these frameworks have helped me step away from the activity described and engage more deeply with the negative responses. Often, it is these which have provided the most powerful springboard for development and change.  


5) Analysis of work submitted 

This section reviews the aims, theoretical underpinnings and arguments of the works submitted for this thesis and critically reflects on the ideas explored. I will use this section to track the emergence and development of a number of key themes in the texts which comprise the submission and consider the implications of this new knowledge in the context of debates about museum learning, higher education pedagogies and the emerging discipline of collections-based object-based learning in art and design higher education. 

The first work submitted for this PhD thesis, The Power of Concrete Experience: Museum Collections, Touch and Meaning-Making in Art and Design Pedagogy, was included in a peer reviewed volume Engaging the Senses: Object-Based Learning in Higher Education (Chatterjee and Hannan, 2015). The volume was published by Ashgate (subsequently taken over by Taylor Francis), an academic publisher specialising in the humanities and professional practice. 80 hardback copies of the book were printed for sale and distribution, largely to UK academic libraries, while the paperback was print-on-demand. The text is also available as an eBook from Taylor & Francis online. 

The emergence of object-based learning as an academic discipline played out against a backdrop of significant change for universities in the UK. 2012 saw a complete restructuring of the way art and design education was funded, with the withdrawal of teaching grants and the introduction of higher student fees. Museums and special collections situated within UK HEIs responded to this commodification of the student experience, and corresponding pressure on institutional finances, by seeking to reposition themselves as an integral part of the pedagogic landscape and provide evidence for how their practice directly supported learning and teaching within their host institutions. The work described in The Power of Concrete Experience should be seen as part of this wider phenomenon.

When the research described in Submission 1 took place, UCL were the dominant voice in the emerging field of object-based learning using collections in higher education, with Chatterjee (2007), Duhs (2010) and Chatterjee, Duhs and Hannan (2013) presenting a growing body of research describing how object-based learning might support a variety of academic disciplines including archaeology, social history and the natural sciences. However, while learning from and through objects has always been an integral part of art and design education, very few practitioners were framing that practice as object-based learning, and with the exception of Hardie (2009) there was very little literature explicitly addressing the potential for collections-based object-based learning in an art and design context. This presented an exciting opportunity to populate what was effectively a tabula rasa, using UCL’s work as a jumping off point from which to explore my own spheres of influence and experience.  

At the time of writing Submission 1, I was contracted as a member of professional rather than academic staff (an important distinction in higher education) and was seen as something of an outsider at Central Saint Martins. Likewise, the M&SC was perceived as an ‘optional extra’ sitting outside the traditional pedagogic spaces of the art school: the studio, the life room and the lecture theatre. It was my aim, through a synthesis of educational theory (Kolb, 1984; Biggs and Tang, 2011), museology (Dierking and Falk, 2000; Paris, 2002; Hooper Greenhill; 2002) and psychology (Patterson, 2007; Gallace and Spence, 2008) to generate a portfolio of object-based learning activities that would expand that landscape, positioning the museum as an extension to the studio or to cultural studies provision and providing persuasive evidence that object-led pedagogies should move from the margins to be part of core curriculum delivery in the art school.

In order to expand my knowledge base and redefine my position within Central Saint Martins, I undertook a Post Graduate Certificate in Academic Practice at UAL, which provided a solid grounding in pedagogic theory and research methodologies. I completed the qualification in 2014 and became a Fellow of what was then called the Higher Education Academy. This enabled me to formalise my practice in terms of teaching and learning alongside museum curatorship and build relationships with courses across the University. It also gave me the confidence to propose a collaboration with colleagues at UCL, who were incredibly generous in welcoming me into their research environment and sharing their knowledge and expertise. 

The Power of Concrete Experience is based on extensive research into students taking part in object-based learning workshops across UAL and UCL using an approach outlined in the literature review as approach 1: analysing objects as symbols that communicate ideas. Undertaking this comparative study, which was based on data from a significant number of student questionnaires and follow up focus groups, enabled me to explore the different ways of being and knowing  associated with art and design students and those in a more traditional university setting. While the notion that students have a particular ‘learning style’ or orientation as suggested by Kolb (1984) or Honey and Mumford (1992) has been much challenged in recent literature – eg. Hattie and O’Leary (2025) – there is still an assumption that the knowledge produced in the art school is ‘visual, tactile and kinaesthetic’ (Orr and Shreeve, 2018:26) and therefore somehow distinct from other subject disciplines – a notion that was reflected in my research data. 

Through this study, I was able to argue that object-based learning supports the development of a range of transferrable skills including researching, teamwork, observation and analytical and critical thinking. My research also suggested that art and design students were more preoccupied with the personal elements of object engagements, as if ‘handling the objects actually brought participants closer to both the design and the designer’ (Willcocks, 2015:49) and that ‘touch had a particular resonance for students working predominantly with their hands’ (Willcocks, 2015:49.) These discoveries significantly influenced the design of collections-based object-based learning activities delivered across UAL and enabled collections managers to make robust arguments for their pedagogic contribution. This resulted in object-based learning being included in UAL’s 2015 – 2022 Learning, Teaching and Enhancement Strategy, making object-based learning an integral part of University’s curriculum.  

Ultimately, The Power of Concrete Experience, offers a challenge to established museum educational and curatorial practices, advocating that we ‘step away from curatorial authority and create more participatory learning environments’ where objects can stimulate curiosity (Willcocks, 2015:45). While the prevailing paradigm in museums still sanctions against touch, I argue (where possible) for the direct handling of objects, allowing space for embodied experience and personal meaning-making to occur. I identify that art and design students are more preoccupied with materiality, tactility, physicality and emotion when engaging with objects than those undertaking science or humanities subjects and suggest that, for certain kinds of user, enhanced access to objects is necessary to facilitate embodied understanding. 

While I acknowledge that this early research would have benefited from the adoption of established approaches for data analysis, such as thematic analysis, which I utilised in my later work and which enabled me to take a step back from the data, it is also possible to identify a series of arguments in this work that were worthy of expansion. These newfound understandings would provide a foundation for my emerging practice and would frame subsequent research, including the emotional or extra-rational responses explored in Submission 2, Object-based self-enquiry and the mass object handling experiences described in Submission 5, Using Cross-disciplinary Object-based Learning to Create Collaborative Learning Environments.

The activity described in this submission would prove to be the start of a journey. Having discovered the unique nature of object engagements within the art and design pedagogic landscape I wanted to dig deeper, both to improve my own teaching practice and to provide a roadmap for other museum-based practitioners to design learning experiences more in line with student learning preferences in the creative arts. The publication of this chapter enabled a further shift the way my host institution perceived and valued my practice, and I was made a Senior Research Fellow in 2015 to facilitate my participation in UAL’s research community. I argue that this tripartite structure (curator, teacher, researcher) uniquely positioned me to make a contribution to knowledge and would provide the basis for all subsequent submissions. 

The second work submitted, Object-based self-enquiry: A multi- and trans-disciplinary pedagogy for transformational learning (Barton and Willcocks, 2017) arose from a long-standing collaboration with UAL’s Academic Support team and explores what happens when two pedagogic practices – museological teaching practice and learning development – come together to generate new ways of working. At the time of writing, both practices were increasingly influenced by thinking around cognitive processes, meaning-making, and knowledge production (Hooper Greenhill, 2002; Simon, 2010) and how these are influenced by habits of mind and social or disciplinary viewpoints (Shreeve, Sims and Trowler, 2010; Hillsdon, 2010). On a more instrumental level, both UAL Academic Support and the CSM M&SC were small teams operating in an environment of high expectations, and working together enabled a pooling of resources and expertise. The paper was written in collaboration with Graham Barton, UAL’s Head of Academic Support, and published in Spark: UAL Creative Teaching and Learning Journal, an open-access peer-reviewed journal for university teachers and researchers with a focus on teaching and learning in arts, design and communication published online twice yearly by UAL’s Teaching and Learning Exchange (accessed 1519 times as of 9/12/24).

By the time work on this publication was underway, the authors were able to draw on a solid knowledge base as to the potential benefits of collections-based object-based learning in higher education contexts; namely the development of a range of skills and competencies identified by Willcocks (2015) and Sharp et al. (2015). This paved the way for a further expansion of the field of collections-based object-based learning within art and design pedagogy, and the development of a new and distinct pedagogy we called object-based self-enquiry, where objects are used as mediators (Engeström, 1999) to encourage self-reflection and challenge (and potentially transform) learner assumptions, values and beliefs. Submission 2 marks a significant shift from more traditional collections-based object-based learning practices, which tend to focus on what the student can discern from objects in terms of disciplinary learning or material understandings, to a focus on the student’s own inner landscape and cognitive processes as they learn about how they learn (Winter et al., 2015). 

Submission 2 (which is based on close analysis of student questionnaires, focus groups and classroom observations) addresses the experience of multi-disciplinary groups of students working together in extra-curricular object-led learning development workshops. It outlines an approach (identified in the literature review as approach 3: challenging unconscious biases and understanding the self) for workshops delivered for small numbers of students (no more than 16 per session) who were proactively seeking to develop their study skills and academic literacies, and describes some of the questions that arose for students during object encounters, from material concerns to conceptual observations. The multi-disciplinary nature of the workshops allowed us to analyse how questioning habits play out in different disciplines, not with a view to creating a definitive typology (though we do offer up some examples), but to acknowledge that this is happening in the classroom and explore ways to surface and work with disciplinary difference. 

Consequently, the submission argues for the potential of deliberately withholding information about objects to create space for personal and collaborative meaning-making in the museum context, placing more importance on what the visitor brings to an understanding of museum objects, and recognising the capacity of objects to have multiple meanings. This is an unusual approach for museums, where there is often an expectation that the curator will adopt the stance of ‘expert in the room’. However, withholding information and focussing on what the student brings to the object engagement, creates a level playing field and generates new knowledge for curator and students alike. It also allows for collaboration between students from all levels of higher education – from Foundation to Doctoral Studies – as they explore the learning process. This is not something which happens very often, but which has significant potential in learning environments which are not just about the ‘simple acquisition of new knowledge and skills’ but about ‘transformations in perceptions, values and beliefs’ (Barton and Willcocks, 2017:234).  

Working with the Academic Support team would lead to a deepening of ideas around various aspects of my teaching practice. Where The Power of Concrete Experience argues that we move on from notions of curatorial expertise, Object-based self-enquiry engages with the opportunities offered by participatory practice; where the first book chapter surfaces the importance of emotion in object encounters, this follow-up article offers up a framework for encouraging and exploring those extra-rational experiences; where Submission 1 begins to investigate the importance of the embodied experience, Submission 2 explores more fully the centrality of tacit or embodied knowledge in art and design education and suggests a methodology for drawing out and articulating that knowledge. Finally, Object-based self-enquiry offers an expanded understanding of the potential for object-based learning to develop skills and expertise, from those more instrumental skills discussed in The Power of Concrete Experience – for example research or criticality – to a more sophisticated range of student literacies such as metacognition and relational or situational awareness. This work would prove foundational in terms of my professional practice and the themes explored in this submission would surface again in Submissions 3, 5 and 6.

The third work submitted, Pedagogic Prescription: Art and design teaching practice and object-led well-being, was included in Object-Based Learning and Well-Being: exploring material connections (Willcocks, 2021a). This peer reviewed volume was published by Routledge under their Humanities and Media Arts: Museum and Heritage Studies banner. 190 copies in paperback were printed for sale and distribution, largely to UK academic libraries, while the hardback was print-on-demand.  The text is also available as an eBook from Taylor & Francis online.

The activity described in Pedagogic Prescription took place in 2016 – 17, by which time I was fully embedded in UAL’s research and pedagogic communities and had developed the confidence and experience to take some of the learning I had garnered in the art school setting back into the more traditional museum context of public engagement. I have always been personally motivated by notions of equity and social justice, and my background in publicly funded museums provided extensive evidence of how those institutions can use their knowledge, skills and cultural capital to support their audiences. This kind of public or community engagement has often played second fiddle to learning and teaching in university museums which, quite naturally, see the student body as their primary audience. However, during the 2010s pressing social circumstances demanded a more outward looking approach. 

At the time of writing Pedagogic Prescription, the UK population was living through what has been described as the age of austerity. In 2008, the collapse of the international banking system had caused a global recession, which resulted in years of financial instability. Between 2010 and 2019 successive UK governments adopted a policy of cutting or freezing spending in public services including education, healthcare and social services. Unsurprisingly, austerity led to a rise in social isolation and mental health issues in the UK and a clear need for an integrated response that tackled the cause as well as the symptom (Thompson et al., 2015). By the time the research described in Pedagogic Prescription took place, there was already a considerable body of evidence pointing to the potential benefits of arts and culture in the well-being landscape (Cliff, S. and Camic, C., 2016). However, more robust evidence was needed to argue for the value of dedicated social prescribing schemes delivered by museums and to explain how associated positive impacts were achieved. 
 
As a result of my longstanding relationship with colleagues at UCL, I was invited to take part in the AHRC funded Museums on Prescription (MoP) programme (UCL and Canterbury Christchurch University 2015 - 17) which involved collaboration with a small team of psychologists to evaluate participant experience in social prescribing schemes delivered by seven partner museums. Taking part in the MoP programme would prove important for the development of my knowledge and understanding of the well-being landscape and of methodologies for evaluating mixed methods research studies. However, while MoP programme proved that object handling and creative practice can make a positive contribution to the well-being of participants (Todd et al., 2017) it didn’t articulate why that was happening, so I sought to address that question in further research. Pedagogic Prescription would be the first peer reviewed contribution to assess the potential of art and design pedagogy to support well-being within the social prescribing landscape.

Submission 3 explores how object engagements, underpinned by art and design teaching practice, can contribute to the well-being agenda. The activity described used all four of the approaches outlined in the literature review: analysing objects as symbols that communicate ideas; analysing images; using objects as nodes in a networked conversation and using objects to challenge unconscious biases and understanding the self. The research sought to understand the experience of participants – largely mental health service users and socially isolated older adults - taking part in a course of well-being workshops delivered by the CSM M&SC. The workshops involved small numbers of participants (typically around 12) who engaged with a series of activities involving an object engagement and associated creative activity. While participants involved in the research described in Submissions 1 and 2 were all art school students with a fairly mature understanding of creative processes and practices, many of the participants involved in the research described in Submission 3 had no previous experience of art and design education or of making. 

The chapter delves deeper into the emotional or extra-rational dimension of object handling and art and design teaching practice surfaced in Submissions 1 and 2 and explores how it might be mobilised for health and well-being outcomes. The importance of haptic engagement with objects is also further explored. Through evidence gathered via participant interviews, the chapter argues that many of the behaviours encouraged by art and design pedagogies, such as managed risk taking, self-reflection and problem solving, can improve confidence, while negotiating ambiguity and learning to tolerate frustration and failure can contribute to resilience. It acknowledges that creative practice is a personally affective journey, involving emotions, the senses and self-expression, and can help improve emotional literacy. Finally, it suggests that the flow states (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) experienced by makers have the capacity to banish intrusive thoughts, provide an alternative to the illness narrative, encourage new connections and motivate those engaged to try and replicate the experience. 

Alongside these arguments for what art and design teaching practice might bring to the well-being landscape, Submission 3 offers up a model for delivering well-being workshops which build on these insights and where object engagements are framed by appropriate pedagogic and creative practices for maximum benefit. The overall argument of the chapter is that knowledge of art and design pedagogic strategies that support the behaviours and learning outcomes outlined above facilitate the development of well-being programmes that have the potential to enact long term transformative change in people experiencing a range of mental health issues. 

I argue that my participation in the MoP programme and the subsequent publication of Submission 3 has played a small but integral part in the process of arguing for the value of social prescribing and for preventative non-medical engagements which are often cheaper and more effective than subsequent medical intervention. Research around social prescribing has had a significant impact in terms of how it is funded and resourced in the UK. The National Academy for Social Prescribing was set up in 2019, and many GP surgeries now have a dedicated social prescribing link worker whose role it is to point patients to non-medical interventions that may have positive health impacts. This is a very real-world example of the impact research can have in the public realm.

Undertaking this research would prove to be a springboard for the development of subsequent research activity, in that it required a deeper understanding of working with vulnerable people, hosting challenging conversations, digging into issues of identify and managing emotional responses to object engagements. One participant described the workshops as a ‘safe space’ where they could express and share ideas. Creating this kind of supportive environment where participants can explore their own affective and extra-rational responses would play an invaluable part in the work described in Submissions 5 and 6. 

The fourth work submitted, Live Archive Projects in a Design History Learning Setting, was published in the peer reviewed Journal of Design History (Willcocks, 2021b). The Journal of Design History is published by Oxford University Press on behalf of the Design History Society and describes itself as a leading, research focussed publication, addressing design history from a humanities perspective and borrowing methods from related fields including the social sciences, material studies and cultural studies. Selected themes run throughout the Journal and Live Archive Projects was published under the Archives, Collections and Curatorship theme. ​The journal has a paper print run of 350, most of which are purchased by academic libraries, and is also available online.

The pedagogic scene described in Submission 4 differs from that described in Submissions 1 – 3 in that it involves a formally assessed project embedded in the curriculum of CSM’s MA in Culture, Criticism and Curation (MACCC) rather than one-off sessions or a series of standalone workshops. The project, which was designed as an integral part of the course when it was set up in 2013, ran annually for 5 years before the work described in Submission 4 took place. Hence, while the submission focuses on a single iteration of the project, it draws on years of teaching experience. Being involved in this kind of curriculum-based teaching, and adopting a deeper dive, case study approach, surfaced richer and more complex understandings of the potential of object-based learning to contribute to skills and knowledge acquisition.

Submission 4 describes a new methodology for mobilising uncatalogued archival material in pedagogic contexts. It uses approaches 1, 2 and 3 as outlined in the literature review: analysing objects as symbols that communicate ideas; analysing images and using objects to challenge unconscious biases.  When MACCC was set up, very few curatorial or cultural history courses were working with archives and none (to the best of my knowledge) were working with uncatalogued archive material. This was driven, in part, by professional archiving concerns, and the common practice of limiting access to archive material until it has been listed. In addition, most archives have only limited (if any) experience of working with higher education students. Being a curator based in an art and design HEI provided me with privileged access to processes like curriculum design and course validation, and a clear understanding of the knowledge and expertise held by the student body, particularly at postgraduate level, and how that might be mobilised in an archival context. 

The term-long project, described in detail in the submission, begins with an introduction to group work, with follow up sessions on object handling, archival description, cataloguing, curatorial practice and research. The students then generate catalogue records for the archive material and develop a public engagement programme based on their interpretation of it. While the submission addresses archives rather than museum objects, the themes explored are closely related to those addressed in earlier submissions, including the importance of slow looking and deep consideration of the material (Tishman, 2017), the opportunities offered by experiential learning (Kolb, 1984), the power of material culture to generate new knowledge and its capacity to hold multiple meanings for different people. The submission offers up a critical analysis of the project outcomes (a public exhibition and extensive website) which evidence an advanced understanding of the archive material and an ability to critically examine it, make unexpected connections and bring new lenses to the subject matter.

While the students involved in this iteration of the project noted many positive outcomes, it should be acknowledged that live, high stakes collaborative projects are not without risk, particularly for those schooled in more contemplative educational systems. Gourly (2015) identifies a tendency within Western pedagogy to reward a confident, even performative learning style. While this is an issue with wider social and educational structures rather than with the inclusion of an object-led element in the project described, it was something I sought to describe and address in the submission. Consequently, Live Archive Projects offers up a number of strategies for managing and assessing group work with compassion and respect for a diverse range of learners. It also advocates for the value of novel assessment practices, such as holistic assessment, which allow for the recognition of less public forms of scholarly activity, such as personal growth and silent contemplation.  

This articulation of the potential for mobilising archives in pedagogic spaces can be described as a contribution to knowledge in its own right. However, a further contribution might be identified in the way the submission offers a challenge to accepted codes of professional practice in archiving, not in terms of collections care or cataloguing standards, but the assumption that access to uncatalogued material should be limited at least until the material has been assessed by a qualified archivist. It argues that rather than locking uncatalogued material down, this period should be seen as a moment of opportunity - before the material has been subject to institutional and professional concerns - when the carefully managed inclusion of multiple perspectives in curatorial processes might surface a different kind of narrative and push back against what Gieben-Gamal (2005) describes as the dominant Eurocentric paradigms in art and design history. 

Grout (2019) has argued for a more inclusive approach to cataloguing archives that seeks to disrupt the cultural biases and structural inequalities inherent in established archival practices, where a single archivist is usually responsible for an entire cataloguing project.  
Live Archive Projects suggests that, when carefully managed, student projects can help achieve a more balanced and representative view of archive material through the provision of collaboratively constructed catalogue records and curatorial outputs. It argues that the cultural diversity and international nature of the MACCC students undertaking the project addressed in this submission helps to disrupt European perspectives and expand the range of critical curatorial voices. 

While the framework for collaborative curation described in Submission 4 is labour intensive, it offers a practical roadmap for other archives to engage meaningfully in more diverse cataloguing, research and exhibition-making processes - a significant contribution to a field which is, like museology, only just beginning to challenge its entrenched processes and practices. It also argues that, when carefully handled, the pedagogic space has the capacity to foster a sense of belonging, particularly among marginalised or international students. This discovery would play a significant part in framing the work described in Submissions 5 and 6. 

The fifth work submitted, Using Cross-disciplinary Object-based Learning to Create Collaborative Learning Environments was co-authored with Dr Silke Lange and included in the edited volume Teaching and Learning Innovations in Higher Education (Lange and Willcocks, 2021). The volume was published by the Institute for Learning in Higher Education (LiHE), which was founded in 2007 and currently constitutes an international network of more than 16,000 academics engaged in furthering their understanding of professional pedagogic practice. To date, LiHE have produced 22 peer reviewed academic books on Learning-Centred Higher Education. Teaching and Learning Innovations in Higher Education had had an initial print run of 500 and is held in a number of significant research libraries including Oxford University, National Library of Wales, European University Institute, Library of Congress Washington, Chinese University of Hong Kong, Institute of Technical Education Singapore and the National Library of Australia.

Using Cross-disciplinary Object-based Learning arose from a collaboration between the M&SC and curriculum development staff at CSM and synthesised thinking from three integrated, human-centred educational concepts: object-based learning, collaborative learning and cross-disciplinary exploration. When the activity described took place, UAL’s pedagogic landscape was increasingly influenced by concerns around racial and social justice, inclusivity, diversity and creativity for social change. The three concepts outlined above were identified as strategic priorities within UAL’s Learning, Teaching and Enhancement Strategy 2015 – 2022, as they stimulate curiosity, create discursive spaces and encourage inter-cultural interaction. Using Cross-disciplinary Object-based Learning set out to explore how working with objects in a collaborative, cross-disciplinary environment can introduce students to new ideas and new ways of working and thinking.  

The pedagogic scene described in this submission involved an interdisciplinary collaborative unit for second year BA design students and was markedly different from that described in previous submissions in terms of scope and scale. Using Cross-disciplinary Object-based Learning describes the M&SC’s contribution to the collaborative unit in its second year (2019) during which some 350 students took part. Hence, where Submissions 1 – 4 address more intimate workshops involving small numbers of participants (no more than 18 – 20 at most), the activity described in this submission necessitated the recruitment of a small army of collections-based staff and specially trained course support tutors and brought new challenges and opportunities. 

Students taking part in the collaborative unit were organised into groups of 5 or 6 with representation from a variety of disciplines and, over a 4-week period, engaged in a series of learning and teaching interventions designed to encourage collaboration. The intervention described in Submission 5 involved a programme of self-led museum visits, followed by a half day event with talks from three curators or makers with links to museological practice and a comparative object handling session which used two difference approaches (individual and collaborative meaning-making) to examine the manifestation of racial, cultural, sexual and gender identities in designed objects, drawing on approaches 1, 2, and 4 as outlined in the literature review: analysing objects as symbols that communicate ideas; analysing images and using objects to challenge unconscious biases. The unit culminated in the submission of student reports and a formally assessed group project.

Where Submission 1 explores the capacity of collections-based object-based learning activities to develop a set of fairly instrumental skills, Using Cross-disciplinary Object-based Learning explores less tangible attributes such as self-direction, inter-personal relationships, curiosity and perseverance. Where Submission 2 engages with the opportunities offered by inter-disciplinary conversations in intimate settings, Using Cross-disciplinary Object-based Learning tests whether the same benefits can be delivered at scale. Where Submission 4 interrogates the challenges and benefits of group work within a course, this submission explores how collaborative learning plays out across disciplines. 

The research findings presented in Using Cross-disciplinary Object-based Learning were based on analysis of end-of-unit feedback forms, classroom observations and (for the first time in my research) facilitator reflections and student reports. This enabled assessment of the impact of the workshops on students’ knowledge, understanding and practice and provided a more rounded and nuanced picture of what was going on. Student reports were particularly useful in evidencing the impact on thinking and approaches, suggesting that objects engaged curiosity, invigorated group dynamics and encouraged respect for peers from diverse backgrounds.

The breadth of data addressed in the research, enabled the authors to argue that the intervention led to ‘new understandings and insights’ (Lange and Willcocks, 2021:462) and introduced both tutors and students to the value of multiple perspectives. We were also able to frame objects as a means of generating cross-disciplinary insights and encouraging designers to be empathetic listeners. As might be expected, the students reported gaining an enhanced understanding of the relationship between objects, individuals and society, while tutors described the potential for object analysis to bridge the gap between disciplines (Lange and Willcocks, 2021:464). Perhaps less anticipated were the richer insights gained from interrogation of the student reports, which suggested that engaging with objects invigorated group dynamics, increased respect for other group members and supported understanding of the multiple contexts of students’ own creative output. 

A sense of accountability, responsibility and influence emerges from these accounts, with students acknowledging the potential impact of each decision in the design process; key knowledge for a cohort of designers who are preparing for uncertain futures or striving to create within planetary boundaries. The chapter concludes that object-based learning activities can establish respect for a range of identities and disciplines, inspire intercultural conversations and lead to new ways of seeing and thinking. This, in turn, has the potential to contribute to the decolonial agenda, challenging the cisgender heteronormative Eurocentric viewpoints which alienate a significant proportion of the student community and making arts education more inclusive (Hatton, 2015).

The activity proved that object-based learning using collections can be delivered for very large groups; a discovery that could have significant implications for museums more widely, particularly those embedded in higher education institutions. Object-based learning can be labour intensive and difficult to resource, with high staff to student ratios and limitations on numbers. The size and scale of the activity described brought many benefits in terms of staff development (teaching staff were given basic training in object handling and museological approaches) and more equitable access for students. While running object-based learning workshops for this number of students did generate multiple logistical and pedagogic challenges, from the selection of suitable objects to the noise pollution associated with several hundred students collaborating in a single space, it did ultimately provide a robust framework for scaling up the object-based learning offer in a way that was safe and achievable. 

The sixth and final work submitted, The potential of online object-based learning activities to support the teaching of intersectional environmentalism in art and design higher education was co-authored with Dr Kieran Mahon and published in the journal Art, Design & Communication in Higher Education in 2023 (Willcocks and Mahon, 2023). This peer reviewed journal focuses on the pedagogies associated with all aspects of creative practice education in a range of higher education contexts, including art schools, colleges and universities, and is published by Intellect Books in print and online. The paper sought to understand the extent to which established pedagogies such as object-based and experiential learning can be mobilised to support student understanding of the complex issues of climate, racial and social justice in an online learning environment. Having spent an academic career arguing for the importance of haptic and embodied engagement, extensively explored in Submissions 1 – 5, this submission marks a significant change of direction in my work. 

There were multiple reasons for this exploration of digital learning environments. The first was the advent of the Covid-19 pandemic and the subsequent series of lock downs and social distancing measures which required a complete rethink of higher education teaching practice. The second was increasing demand for object-based learning activities within UAL, often for large year groups or collaborative units such as the one described in Submission 5. Finally, UAL was increasingly concerned with accessibility and providing parity of experience for students across all courses and from all backgrounds. These concerns required the M&SC to explore ways of expanding its offer. A number of emerging ethical concerns for higher education would also have a significant influence on the teaching practice described in this submission. In 2019 UAL declared a Climate Emergency, and in 2021 the university published an Anti-Racism Action Plan. These institutional shifts encouraged academic staff to address racial, climate and social justice in their teaching practice.

The case study outlined in Submission 6 was based on a collections-based object-based teaching intervention delivered as part of an interdisciplinary collaborative unit for 250 second year BA design students. Again, students from different courses were organised into groups of 5 or 6 with the expectation that the 4-week unit would result in multiple formally assessed outputs. While the teaching practice described was delivered online, rather than in person, we were able to draw on the experience described in Submission 5 which revealed the challenges and opportunities associated with delivering object-based learning activities at scale. In this iteration of the collaborative unit, students were asked to approach environmental issues through the lens of intersectionality and explore how design practice might be used to remedy an unequal distribution of planetary benefits and burdens (Costanza-Chock, 2018). A visual literacy approach (identified as approach 2 in the literature review) was used. 

The intervention described specifically addressed the colonial roots of the current climate crisis through 18th and 19th century botanical drawings from the M&SC, with a view to illustrating how the mass exploitation of the natural world by the colonial powers is reflected in current geopolitical phenomenon. This was achieved through the delivery of a combination of synchronous and asynchronous content, including a short lecture on the colonial roots of the climate crisis (Schiebinger and Swan, 2007), talks from artists and makers whose work addresses climate and sustainability and the introduction of a methodology for visual analysis (Rose, 2012) which was used to interrogate examples of botanical illustration. A mapping exercise using Padlet maps enabled the students to make links between their botanical illustrations, historic colonial exploitation and the way the climate crisis plays out across the globe today. 

Data was gathered from end-of-unit student feedback forms and project reports, and interpreted using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006), an analytic framework where data is interrogated for recurring patterns of themes. The adoption of this framework facilitated more dispassionate interrogation of the research data and allowed some unexpected themes to emerge. The submission describes students gaining new perspectives on colonialism and developing their capacity to make links between colonial and neo-colonial practices. It also suggests the intervention developed their ability to look at their work with a more critical eye and from a plurality of perspectives. However, a less expected theme emerging from data analysis was the number of participants who suggested the intervention helped them to ‘understand their positionality as a designer and the potential of design practice to make a positive change in the world’ (Willcocks and Mahon, 2023:199). 

Using Sankey’s (2020) ‘pedagogy first’ model (which argues that educators should first decide what they are going to teach and the way they are going to teach it before deciding which technology to use) the paper also offers up a framework for delivering experiential pedagogies online, including the need for content to be broken up into smaller elements and delivered via a combination of synchronous and non-synchronous platforms. Bower’s (2020) typology of online educational tools was used to frame the discussion. While the submission acknowledges the many issues associated with learning online (including access to appropriate technology, working across time zones, screen exhaustion and the difficulty of building a sense of community online) it also suggests a variety of tools (regular breaks, shorter sessions, recording and captioning and breathing space for content) that might help address these issues. Much of the software we used to deliver the intervention was specific to UAL. However, the paper offers up a portfolio of comparable, free and freely available web based digital learning applications to ensure that anyone reading the submission can replicate the activity themselves. 

Ultimately, we argue that when encountered in the digital realm, objects can provide an accessible entry point when art and design students are introduced to complex and demanding content around societal values. Digital objects still have the capacity to tell powerful stories and make abstract concepts more concrete for the learner. At the time of writing, little had been published about the translation of experiential pedagogies to online learning environments, so this paper marks out new territory for the discipline of object-based learning. While I am still an advocate for direct object handling in classroom settings, I also recognise the potential for digital learning tools to support greater and more equitable access. The ability to deliver object-based learning activities for huge numbers of students could be transformative for art and design teaching practice. 


6) Contribution to knowledge 

As I outline in the introduction to this thesis, my professional understanding of collections-based object-based learning has been influenced in equal part by museological and archival practice and art and design pedagogy. Synthesising knowledge, skills and practice from these hitherto disparate areas has enabled me to:

· expand our understanding of collections-based object-based learning as a field 
· articulate the potential for object-based learning using art and design collections in art schools to enhance curriculum at tertiary level
· argue for a carefully managed expansion of museological and archival practice to generate new opportunities for learning at tertiary level.

Historically, museum education programmes have not engaged on a meaningful level with higher education – at least not at scale. Boddington, Boys and Speight (2013) describe the role of the New Labour government (1997 – 2010) in formalising the role of museums in disseminating knowledge and focussing on younger audiences in the UK. Hence, there is a generation of scholarship exploring the potential of working with school groups in museum settings. However, ‘the opportunities for similar educational gains in higher education have gone largely unscrutinised’ (Sharp et al., 2015:97). Indeed, Winstanley (2013) reports that many students hold actively negative feelings about museums. A brief analysis of two of the most influential platforms for writing about museums education, the Journal of Museum Education published by Taylor Francis and the Journal of Education in Museums published by the Group for Education in Museums, confirms that published papers are still heavily skewed towards early years provision, schools education and family learning. 

In recent years this landscape has started to expand somewhat, at least in larger publicly funded museums. For example, the Museum of London has a proactive higher education engagement programme including summer schools, courses and gallery tours across a number of specific curriculum areas from archaeology to the transatlantic slave trade. 
University museums occupy a position that offers more opportunities to engage with students and build relationships with teaching staff, being located on campus. Yet, even within this sphere, contributions to curriculum development have tended to be fairly limited in scope. Hannan, Duhs and Chatterjee (2013) point to the fact that while disciplines such as archaeology or medical sciences have an embedded tradition of subject specific object encounters, the acceptance of museum-based learning as having a potentially positive influence on students of all disciplines is ‘relatively recent’ (Hannah, Duhs and Chatterjee. 2013:160) and hitherto particularly poorly understood in art and design.     

I have shown that in art and design education, the museum can be framed as an extension to traditional art school teaching spaces, such as the studio, the cultural studies class or the crit, and that objects can be mobilised in this context to support a pedagogy which is dialogic, negotiated, embodied, experiential and emotional. Working collaboratively with colleagues who are teaching, curriculum development or academic support staff, I have sought to understand the key skills and competencies required by the contemporary maker and the modern art school curriculum and to develop a range of new teaching interventions which encourage their development. 

Throughout the book chapters and journal articles discussed in this thesis I have argued for the distinct nature of collections-based object-based learning in the art and design environment, where a long history of learning with and through objects has encouraged an expanded way of thinking about the pedagogic potential of material culture. I have suggested approaches for mobilising objects in the classroom or studio that go beyond the prevailing paradigm of connoisseurship and emulation, or art historical or material culture analysis, and surfaced the dynamic nature of objects learning settings. By showing that each meaning-making experience changes or constructs both the understanding of the object and the spectator, I have been able to frame these agentic encounters as a way of facilitating the development of the key skills and competencies and ways of being in the world necessary to students of art and design.

I have suggested that art and design students are more preoccupied with construction, materials and the intensions of the maker when exploring objects and that touch is an integral part of their learning experience as they gain knowledge from haptic perception and somatic senses as well as visually and aurally. I have acknowledged that art and design education can be an emotional journey and developed frameworks that encourage a different kind of learning competency, spanning emotional or extra-rational literacies, resilience and intercultural communication. I have outlined how object-based learning can be used to develop skills such as resourcefulness, adaptability, managed risk taking or tolerance of ambiguity and described how this might contribute to wider public engagement activities such as the health and well-being landscape. 

Ultimately, I have offered a methodology for using archives and collections as a mirror held up to our creative selves, revealing our unconscious biases, values, assumptions, habits of mind and the lenses through which we view the world. These methodologies take object-based learning beyond skills development or the subject specific approaches which initially defined the field into the realms of the intangible, psychological or interdisciplinary. Clearly this has significant implications for art and design education, and potentially for education more widely. While the practice herein described was developed for an art and design context, frameworks that surface questioning habits and unconscious bias or that introduce complex ideas such as intersectionality, are equally applicable to a wide range of disciplines. The benefit of breaking away from traditional notions of discipline specific object-based learning (for example showing textiles to textile designers) and thinking about what objects can teach us about ourselves, allows for the development of teaching materials that have much broader potential. 

A further contribution to knowledge is the challenging of accepted curatorial practices in museums and archives, which are (necessarily) restrictive. Both sectors are governed by a series of rules and regulations addressing every aspect of collections management from object handling to cataloguing (for further details see the Spectrum Standard for Museums published by the Collections Trust). These ‘best practice’ approaches exist to protect collections but can hamper innovation in access and public engagement. Shapiro et al. (2012) argue that university art museums differ from other art museums in that they often have ‘more nimble, less bureaucratic structures’ which allow them to be ‘more experimental and innovative’ (Shapiro et al. 2012:4). They are also more open to risk taking and perceive failure as less threatening than other kinds of museums.

The submissions herein discussed have evidenced the benefits of stepping aside from the traditional curatorial position of ‘expert in the room’ to acknowledge the cultural capital students bring to their learning and make way for the meaning-making potential inherent in object engagements. I have advocated for direct handling of objects where possible to facilitate unmediated haptic and embodied understandings and argued against discipline specific or curated object engagements to encourage interdisciplinary learning, playful association and ideas generation. Finally, I have made a strong argument for allowing access to uncatalogued archives in a manner that allows a multiplicity of lenses and voices to catalogue and interpret the material before it is subject to institutional processes. 

I would argue that managing a university collection (which includes both objects and archival material) is what has enabled me to develop, analyse and share new ways of working in museums. The M&SC is small and fleet of foot, which has allowed me to experiment and push back against some of the restrictions associated with museum practice. I have done this using a risk-based approach with the safety of collections always in mind. As a curator with a formal research remit, I have been able to offer evidence-based arguments for the benefits of a carefully managed expansion of the limits of museum practice outweighing the risks. When seeking to challenge or expand professional frameworks this kind of process is needed to argue for change.
 





7) Impact 

The impact of my research and practice, both at UAL and beyond, has been considerable. As the first academic within the university to turn their attention to the potential of collections-based object-based learning in art and design higher education, I have been largely responsible for the adoption of collections-based object-based learning as a core part of our learning, teaching and enhancement package at UAL, marking a significant expansion of education provision within the university. It is now accepted practice for colleagues who work with special collections at UAL to undertake a PG Cert in Academic Practice and do as much teaching as they do collections care. In 2019 Spark, UAL’s Creative teaching and Learning Journal, published a special issue on Libraries, Archives and Special Collections (Barton, Mahurter and Willcocks, 2019), celebrating object-led practices across the university and helping promote that practice further afield. A recent report detailing the full extent of teaching undertaken by archives, museums and special collections at UAL suggests that more than 4,100 students from 107 courses engaged in learning activities in the 2021 – 22 academic year. Collections-based object-based learning now feels like part of UAL’s DNA.

However, the influence of my work  is not limited to the local. I have established UAL as a leader in the field of collections-based object-based learning in art and design through the effective dissemination of my work via publication, conferences and resources shared online. I have peer-reviewed multiple book chapters, articles and book proposals for academic journals and publishers, run continuing personal development workshops for secondary school teachers who work in art and design education, and deliver an annual workshop in object-led practices for students on UAL’s PG Cert in Academic Practice, a course on which a number of the chapters and journal articles addressed here are set texts. 

I have developed an international profile which has led to collections-based colleagues from art schools across the globe contacting me to explore how they can better exploit their own collections in support of learning and teaching. I have hosted knowledge exchange visits from curators managing collections in art and design higher education institutions in Russia, Australia, Brazil and Sweden and I am currently working with a network of art and design collections based within higher education institutions across the UK so we can share skills, knowledge and expertise around object-based learning. The network is also building links in Europe and hopes to expand our work in through the European League of Institutes of the Arts (ELIA), a globally connected network that provides a dynamic platform for exchange and development in higher arts education. An exhibition, Teaching with objects in art and design, providing a public platform for this work, was shown across CSM’s window galleries in April – May 2025, and a public symposium on the same subject was staged in June 2025 with guests attending from multiple museums and HEIs. These initiatives speak to the national and international reach of my work. 

In the introduction to this thesis, I outline my approach to academic writing which is driven by a desire to be accessible and open, reaching beyond the academy to the wider museum sector in a way that feels relevant to that community. I have attempted throughout to write in a manner that honours academic traditions while striving for clarity and used a variety of platforms to share my findings. Where appropriate, I have included worksheets and lesson plans, published recordings of associated conference papers and examples of object-led activities on the M&SC website. Consequently, I argue that my work outlines a practical and comprehensible roadmap for museums, archives and collections within and without the academy to engage with students in higher education.

Some activities and resources can be found here: https://arts.ac.libguides.com/c.php?g=686452&p=4906489 

An example of a recorded conference paper can be found here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M3O7MM5WuFo&t=2s  

A CSM story accompanying the Teaching with objects in art and design exhibition can be found here:
https://www.arts.ac.uk/colleges/central-saint-martins/stories/a-decade-of-object-based-learning-at-the-csm-museum-and-study-collection 




8) Conclusion

This is a time of significant change for higher education in the UK. The freezing of student fees and hostility to international immigrants, coupled with the impact of international politics and the ongoing the cost-of-living crisis, make it harder than ever to compete for students and finances are problematic for many UK HEIs. Nonetheless, there are also positive changes in terms of the growing impetus to decolonise or diversify both museums and curricula and to provide a more equitable experience for all students. Undertaking this PhD by Published Work has given me the space to review my achievements over the past decade and quantify the value of that work. In formulating the arguments which comprise this thesis, I feel I have built a research platform with which to defend and advance the work of the M&SC and (hopefully) further my own career.  

I had already read a significant amount of related literature in the preparation of the six book chapters and journal articles addressed in this thesis, but revising this process and undertaking more extensive reading around the genesis of museums and museological practices, and particularly around objecthood, thingness and theoretical positions such as actor network theory or object-oriented ontology, has allowed me to better understand my own ontological position and how that has played out in my work. I supervise a number of PhD students approaching material culture in their research, and I feel more confident in recommending a wide range of readings that will support their work. It has also enabled me to articulate more accurately what the cumulative contribution to knowledge of my own practice might be.   

In the introduction to this thesis, I outline the moment I identified a gap in the knowledge around art and design’s potential contribution to the field of object-based learning and the fact that there was territory to be mapped out and claimed. Though there is work yet to be done, I believe the book chapters and journal articles which comprise this thesis and the associated exhibitions and events, represent a significant leap forward in achieving this aim. While I see myself as having achieved a leading position in this growing field, I am aware of multiple other collections specialists in art and design HEIs who are beginning to explore the possibilities of mobilising objects in the classrooms and studios of their own institutions and I plan, through formal and informal networks, to create the space for those practitioners to exchange knowledge and share best practice, ensuring that  my research insights continue to contribute to that ongoing conversation.
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