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The Change to 3+2(+3): An Outline of the Principles
The process underpinning the decision to move to 3+2(+3) provision, pre-dated the McCarthy Report’s merger proposal with IADT in 2009, and the more recent Hunt Report on higher education strategy. The decision has been very significant already in arguing NCAD’s position as distinct as the only provider of Art and Design education in the University Sector. So, whilst driven by educational imperatives, the decision was also useful in a discussion about NCAD’s organisational/institutional future.

This has to do with change in the broader educational landscape, but centrally is about what NCAD graduates should know, understand and be able to do in a changing world beyond College. It is also true that the world has changed anyway since courses in NCAD were last considered in this way, therefore those requirements and how we go about meeting them were due for a change.

The decision was based on the conclusion that the future would require a momentum towards postgraduate and research activity while at the same time avoiding devaluation of undergraduate learning. The opportunity exists to create a postgraduate and research momentum which also nourishes undergraduate learning. The 3+2(+3) process will provide that.

The general background included a number of elements which were unavoidable:

1.
Determining a position in relation to the Bologna Agreement.

2.
Understanding the change in the field and the capacities of NCAD’s competitors and peers.

3.
Awareness of strategic change in the general educational landscape.

4.
The need for a re-statement of what NCAD could and should be doing as the premier provider of Art and Design education in Ireland and a national/international institution.

The Bologna Agreement’s focus is on mobility and legibility of qualifications across Europe and a mixed economy of provision. Also the fact that a Masters/Postgraduate qualification was increasingly the norm for practitioners.
There was also an acknowledgement, reflected in the documentation of the consultation with staff for the previous Strategic Plan, that change was necessary in NCAD.

NCAD had to re-imagine its peers as not confined to Irish institutions and go beyond the idea of NCAD as simply a feeder to other more ‘senior’ institutions elsewhere.

In such a change scenario distinctiveness is key and in order to be able to enhance the NCAD offer, it is critical to maintain that offer (as in 1. above) within the University Sector. Autonomy provides flexibility and responsiveness to change in circumstances for Art and Design which makes this a sectoral issue as much as an institutional issue.

The move to a 3+2(+3) structure is a response to those key issues and has involved all Faculties and Departments, individual staff members and the work, early on, of a nominated consultation group, general staff meetings and a series of staff fora.

What is driving this shift, in this period, is a fundamental issue of the continued existence of NCAD and its ability to remain proactive at this level in the field. At all times in the process this argument has been made to IADT, to the HEA and to the Department of Education and Skills in order to answer the question, what are art colleges for in general, and what is this College for in particular? At the very least our job is to create creative citizens and, at best, transform students into practitioners who are capable of not only functioning and prospering in their chosen field, but of changing that field of activity.

Providing that capability has been the hallmark of every college that has been accepted as a leader or college of influence internationally, and there is no reason  why NCAD should not aspire also to become a College of influence in this sense i.e. providing people who will change the field. By College of influence I also mean one which energises and conditions peers and its field and which changes the norms of activity, which speaks and is heard, effectively, in the economy and the society as well as the culture.

Being able to describe and communicate at an institutional and policy level a distinct identity and purpose has been important over the last couple of years of discussion and consideration of future provision.

To look at the world our graduates enter and will enter we have to take account of societal as well as sectoral and institutional issues.

The societal issues are to do with the huge changes in Ireland since the College was established as a National Institution by legislation in 1971 and the changes in the field of Art and Design, in terms of the nature and purpose of practice and production, post-production/distribution processes, also the changes in cultural, economic and social systems.

There has been constant chatter at the political and policy levels about the Knowledge Economy, Creative Industries, Innovation and the use of creativity in re-making the economy. All of which connect with our field of Art and Design even before consideration of the economic crisis and how that has dramatised the need for new creativities and how we, in NCAD,  work to deliver what we must deliver.

So a big question for NCAD, as a national institution and not just another college, has to be how do we make that rhetoric real? We have examples in our history, as a country and a State, of arts/culture being in a reciprocal discourse with political ideas and power – a process which ultimately built a new narrative which then created real political change and led to the foundation of the Irish State in the early 20th century.
That process had a real effect in the ‘real’ world and this needs to happen again now. NCAD among others must be positioned to be capable of contributing to the creation of that new narrative.

There is a need for new design thinking in such a process - in the sense of problem solving - but not just, for instance, in terms of how to design a great chair as part of a closed aesthetic circuit, but about how to live a life as an individual or a society within which art processes and artefacts have purpose and meaning. For example, Shaker furniture is not primarily a solution to an aesthetic problem, or the product of an aesthetic exercise. It is as much, if not more, a product of an ethical position about society as an aesthetic proposition.
Great design comes from the inside out and arrives at form, it doesn’t start with form.

Art and Design can be integral to this question of how to live and NCAD should be leading the making of an answer to that question. It may seem clichéd to raise the Bauhaus, but that college was essentially a utopian, ideological project which was not just about how to live well in a better society, but at how to make a better society.  What we know and recognise as the Bauhaus was a product of that mission informed by an ethical vision.

One can argue with that vision, as in Ireland in the late nineteenth century and the role that  arts and culture played at that time, or one can argue with the resulting narrative, but one has to acknowledge these ideas actually created a new reality.

One could almost say that the Bauhaus didn’t so much change the field as make a whole new field which hadn’t existed before, and that’s why the influence of the Bauhaus, as a college, still persists in the present.

Why shouldn’t NCAD aspire to be that kind of college of influence by what we do, how and why we do it and how we communicate and disseminate that in responding to current challenges.

By becoming a college of influence we empower students and if we empower students and our graduates we empower the society. This contradicts the idea that Art and Design are simply decorative, or that Art and Design be understood as forms of entertainment rather than understood as forms of knowledge.

I would argue that Art and Design represents something fundamental rather than decorative in the human project and has/had purpose beyond its material form.

An interesting comparison is the early sculptures of the Cyclades Islands in the eastern Mediterranean.  Some of the earliest forms of sculpture we know – amulets and small artefacts in human form - were carried or worn, attached to the body, to remind the wearer of their own humanity, just like i-Pods today. These are two forms of hand held selfish technologies 4,000 years apart, but with a similar purpose.

NCAD should be negotiating that space between the earliest sculptures and the most present design in terms of what our graduates should know, understand and be able to do and 3+2(+3) better positions the College to do that.

In that sense also the question arises, where does Fine Art end and Design begin and vice versa. When an output has a purpose larger than itself then form follows purpose and not just function. Function is how form achieves its purpose.

Integration and interdisciplinarity are crucial in this regard, or, if preferred, integrated disciplines, representing not a ‘holiday’ from a discipline, but as added means of achieving purpose. Silo thinking therefore or making will never deliver what is now needed in this era. Art and Design still carries the baggage of silo thinking - the dominant idea of the lonely solo practitioner - despite all the evidence in reality that this is only one of many effective models. The solo model, which is firmly lodged in the public and media mind as the only model, weakens the sector because it still informs policy thinking by the State.

It persists at that level and in society because I think it persists in the education system, including third-level, and it will need to change because some recent research argues that it is exactly this thinking which has meant that the Art and Design sector remains historically weaker compared to other lab based education at third and fourth levels - like medicine and architecture - because of the sector’s slowness (unwillingness or inability) to engage with the research agenda - as if simply entering the job market or the profession was or is enough in itself, instead of creating a new market.

This is a carry over from nineteenth century thinking which should have no place in a twenty-first century educational setting. NCAD has the historical identity and importantly, the more recent means to escape this redundant baggage.

Being in the University sector and moving to a 3+2(+3) structure is crucial to this end and allows us take full account of policy, cultural, educational, economic and political change, which is happening around the College anyway.

To enhance the postgraduate and research space by means of 3+2(+3) is not to diminish undergraduate learning, indeed it provides the opportunity to enhance undergraduate learning by looping that knowledge back into the undergraduate space.

That is the new necessary dynamic which 3+2(+3) provides and though its objectives are larger, it is also the only guarantee of autonomy and the continued existence of NCAD as a college. It is up to us therefore to design new outcomes achieved through new outputs in this context.

Paradoxically, meeting our educational responsibilities by this change to 3+2(+3) will also create the potential for us to meet our economic requirements. We will not have a sustainable institution if NCAD’s energies are not directed towards change in our fields of activity. That overarching purpose is met by the change to 3+2(+3).
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