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Abstract

Even though the group crit is one of the most important forms of formative assessment in art and design education its precise function and role has been given little critical attention either positive or negative. In this paper the potential creativity of the group crit is contrasted with alternative viewpoints that consider it to be a problematic educational tool. It has for example been argued that the staff/student relationship in the group crit is unequal reflecting in microcosm the exchange of cultural capital that lies at the heart of the education system. Such criticisms are here contrasted with the educational benefits of the group crit and its potential for promoting creativity through the collective evaluation of design problems. 
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The Relationship between Creativity and the Group Crit in Art and Design Education

In design learning and teaching the crit is widely considered to provide a key moment of critical debate and intervention…(Percy 2004)

Even though the group crit is central to art and design education there is very little critical, or even anecdotal, literature on its role and function. Even when it is seen as the dominant method of formative assessment in art and design education the exact form and function of crits seems difficult to define.

The crit has been the site for critical comment and formative assessment of a kind, although the quality of crits is very variable and the practices vary considerably, both within and between courses (Jackson 1995).

In this paper the potential creativity promoted by using the group crit is contrasted with alternative viewpoints that consider it to be a problematic educational tool. In particular the group crit is considered as a powerful example of formative self- and peer-assessment. This viewpoint is contrasted with criticisms that centre on the issue of cultural capital and the unequal power relationship between staff and students in this activity. The paper concludes with the idea that cultural capital can be considered in more positive creative terms if the power relationships evident in the group crit are reversed and students are more fully engaged with the assessment process.

Before exploring these issues it is important to establish what happens in a group crit. In her research into the changing function of the group crit in design practice Percy notes that in a typical group crit:

The students sat around the studio table. In turn the students presented their work to their peers. The students gave a verbal explanation of their work and the students and member of staff interjected and asked questions to gain understanding (Percy 2004).

Clearly the group crit gives students the opportunity to reflect on their own practice through presenting their work to their peers. They prepare for the crit by reflecting on their work in order to be able to discuss and defend it effectively. This in turn leads them to reflect on the ideas raised by others in the crit with a view to improving their practice. Race has noted that “…it is usual for group assessment to involve at least some elements of peer-assessment and self-assessment” (Race 2001). It has also been noted that self-assessment is more liberating when “…qualitative peer feedback is used as part of the process” (Boud 1994). In the case of group crits qualitative peer feedback is embedded in the very process and is an effective way of reinforcing self-assessment and encouraging learner autonomy.

Griffiths considers peer learning to be “…one of the most potentially rewarding teaching and learning methods for tutors and students alike” even though its apparently informal nature requires careful planning if it is to lead to deep learning (1999). When discussing the role of peer assessment in art and design Davies also makes links between this form of assessment and promoting deep learning (1995). The sharing of information and critical approaches promoted by the group crit enables students to actively participate in assessment and develop a deep learning approach to their studio practice through reflection.

Student participation in the group crit is clearly a direct engagement with the formative assessment process but it is possible go much further in developing this aspect of active student learning. When discussing peer-assessment Race argues that it is only effective if students are allowed to decide on the assessment criteria themselves (2001). The value of both self- and peer-assessment is discussed in Brown and Glasner who state that

Students are required to learn by engaging in assessed tasks. Assessment is not peripheral to the course – a necessary evil to be endured. It is central to the whole course. Assessment, including reflection on their own work and that of their peers is the learning (Brown and Glasner 1999).

Peer assessment, and therefore the group crit, has the potential to be a very powerful learning tool that provides the opportunity for both formative and summative assessment. Davies explores the potential of peer-assessment in art and design in some detail and advocates its use in conjunction with self-assessment for students to engage fully with the process of summative assessment (1995). Roach also promotes the use of summative peer assessment but additionally stresses the difficulties faced by tutors in learning to relinquish of control of the assessment process (1999). The idea of turning over summative assessment to students is perhaps culturally problematic but it has the potential for supporting deep learning. 
The group crit has the potential for promoting learner autonomy but it is not always perceived in such a positive light. For some students “The ‘crit’, despite its celebratory openness can be a source of alarming humiliation for those whose outcomes have not yet matured” (Davies 1995)

A more recent analysis of the group crit in art and design is equally critical of some of its potential functions (Percy 2004).  In this study Percy quotes both graphic design tutors and students on the group crit and problems it raises in relation to assessment.

I think to some extent they see it as part of a formative assessment…I mean quite often the difficulty is that they want to know yes, or no, or right, or wrong…it has got the potential for judgement, this is part of the structure. (Graphic Design Tutor A)

I suppose when you are chatting to friends it doesn’t matter what you say…I mean everything you say to a tutor is going to go down isn’t it…go towards your mark or whatever…(Graphic Design Student D) (Percy 2004)

However, Percy argues that for both students and staff the unequal relationship is deeply embedded in the exchange of cultural capital at the heart of the education system. Drawing on Bourdieu and Passeron’s Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture (1977) she considers the tacit acceptance of this unequal relationship by both sides in the crit as a “…moment of legitimisation that has more to do with the hierarchy of the student/tutor/institution relationship than the reception of a design outcome”. She then suggests that “Students who successfully engage in the performance of the crit become a member of the fraternity, but those who cannot find a way of participating become isolated and alienated from the discourse” (Percy 2004). 

Percy considers the crit to be an exclusionary practice that needs some revision if it is to become an effective learning process.

…the role of the academic needs to embrace the requirement to prepare students for their engagement with the critique. The ostentation of the traditional crit, with its language of abstraction and obfuscation, would be rejected in favour of a more inclusive communication where students can feel confident and secure in their struggle to articulate an understanding of the context in which they are designing (Percy 2004).

A similar point was made by McCoy when examining the role of the group crit in promoting political and social values amongst students at Cranbrook Academy of Art in the early 1990s.

The critique process for issue-orientated work can be a very effective forum for values clarification. This is particularly true of group critiques in which all students are encouraged to participate, rather than the authoritarian traditionalist crit in which the faculty do all the talking…Tolerence as well as objectivity are required of each critique participant in that they must accept and understand the student’s intended message before evaluating the piece (1993).

For McCoy this reversal of the dynamic between staff and students allows the group crit to achieve its creative potential and promote deep learning. The overview of assessment presented in this paper suggests that empowering students in the process would resolve many of the problems associated with the group crit. If students set the criteria for both formative and summative assessment they would become more active participants in the academic process and more likely to fulfil their creative potential. 
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