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Project context – 
This report summarises a Plymouth University-based research project which investigated in what ways the university contemporary arts gallery (Peninsula Arts) could be used as a teaching space to enhance the student learning experience.  The project followed previous research undertaken by the research team which demonstrated that although contemporary art offered an effective medium for learning across a range of arts and non-arts disciplines, the facility was substantially under-used by the student cohort (Winter, Chapman and Treasure, 2015).  This project aimed to build on this foundation by considering how links with curricula could be formed to increase the utilisation of the gallery as part of formal learning processes in the university.  The significance of this research is based on critical understandings of how students’ experience the gallery using Falk and Dierkings’ (2000) ‘contextual model of learning’ to encapsulate the determinants of constructivist learning within the free-choice learning environment of a gallery.  Such understandings are contributing towards recognition of the cultural and cognitive benefits of interaction with contemporary art, which purportedly include the encouragement of disciplinary and interdisciplinary understanding and improved meta-cognitive skills (Creative B 2010; Falk 2005).   Such engagement is viewed as increasingly necessary to adequately prepare graduates for the contemporary ‘world [which] is radically unknowable’ (Barnett, 2000:42).
This report provides a brief overview of our findings and presents recommendations for how links can be forged between multi-disciplinary curricula and the gallery, as well presenting models for how academics can engage with contemporary art as an effective learning medium.
Methods used – 

The research sought to engage faculty from at least 3 distinct disciplinary contexts to develop and implement an educational engagement with the gallery, and to evaluate the Faculty and student experience.
The research focussed on two contemporary art exhibitions in the Peninsula Arts gallery: 

-‘Walk On’ September – December 2014

-‘Design Festival’ Feb-March 2015

The research strategy was as follows:
· Academics from across Plymouth University were invited to participate via email 

· Volunteer academics met with the project team and developed an approach for using the gallery in their teaching
· Students attended the gallery with participating academics as part of their formal curricula activities
· Students then filled in a questionnaire about their experience and they were asked to volunteer to be interviewed in exchange for a small book voucher
· A small sample of students (n=7) took part in semi-structured interviews about their experience of teaching and learning in the gallery
· All participating academics (n=4) were interviewed using semi-structured interviews to explore their experience and the pedagogic outcomes of using the gallery and contemporary art in the teaching of their discipline
· Analysis of the questionnaires took place in survey monkey

· Analysis of the qualitative data was undertaken using thematic content analysis
Results – 
The results suggest that contemporary art can be used as an effective formal learning resource in the context of the learning outcomes of a wide range of disciplinary fields in higher education.  Staff employed a range of means to prepare their students for learning in the gallery, from encouraging a breadth of interpretation by not providing any guidance, to forming specific connections between theoretical frameworks in the discipline and themes in the exhibition.  Discussions following the gallery sessions were deemed to be important in consolidating the learning and making it specific to the discipline.  Participating academics identified that the pedagogic benefits to teaching in the gallery were two-fold, namely:

1. Value of the art gallery as an alternative learning space which facilitates activity in students and thus ‘experiential learning’ (Kolb, 1984) 

2. Potential for  contemporary art to offer a range of interpretations which provoke peer-led discussions and unbounded, critical forms of knowing – developing cognitive skills as well as confidence and cultural engagement too 

Interviews with students identified largely similar benefits, but also demonstrated highly significant outcomes for some students who engaged with their discipline in a deeper sense than before.  Such outcomes are perhaps unquantifiable within the range of formal pedagogic impacts of learning, particularly in the context of higher education in the ‘age of supercomplexity’ (Barnett, 2000). This said, the questionnaire data shows that there was not deep engagement with learning through contemporary art for all students – while 96% said they enjoyed learning in the gallery, 53% said they preferred to learn in a classroom.  Thus, while the gallery as a learning environment with significant pedagogic potential should be more fully exploited, it should complement other approaches to teaching in order to respond to the variety of learning styles found amongst higher education students in the twenty-first century.
Recommendations from this work include the following:

· Embed opportunities to use contemporary art as a learning medium into formal curricular activities for more higher education learners

· Create links between faculty and university-based arts gallery by:

· Engaging Faculty in developing disciplinary learning opportunities
· Disseminating results of this research to encourage academics to follow suit, and to offer models of best practice for different approaches
· Develop curatorial strategies/signposting that encourage links 

· Developing a Peninsula Arts Plymouth Plus module
Dissemination – 
Winter, J, Chapman, S and Treasure, K (2015) ‘Teaching and Learning in the Gallery’.  PedRIO Annual conference, Plymouth University.  17/04/15
A paper is currently in process and should be ready for peer review publication late in 2015.
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