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Abstract
The greatest barrier facing the otherwise fully-resourced international student seeking to enter creative industries education in Britain is gaining fluent access to the concepts of creativity deeply embodied in the application ‘portfolio’. This barrier often continues to exist even after a successful application and actual enrolment, when a student encounters problems associated with the implicit or arcane lurking under the surface of almost any aspect of non-technical learning and teaching experiences

It is unreasonable to expect a student from (say) Arkhangelsk, Buenos Aires or Chennai to demonstrate the same visual or linguistic culturally-determined experience and interests as a student from (say) Aberdeen, Birmingham or Cardiff. Yet effectively this often seems to be the norm. This is exacerbated by opaque concepts of creativity employed in assessing applications to creative industries courses in UK.

Assumptions on what constitutes creativity come cloaked in collateral professional experience. “I know it when I see it” is not acceptable, though commonplace. Entry criteria enshrined in validated course documents unpick dismally, if at all. Even if we think we have a clear idea, we do not explain what we are looking for in Plain English. Assignment and project briefs come steeped in assumption. And actual study experience can be so infected with an unnecessary clubby exclusivity that many international students are prevented from full integration and engagement with a course. We need to identify exactly what we are looking for in an application and then develop transparent ways of communicating this to potential students. Logically, this process then needs to be extended to on-course learning and teaching.

This richly audiovisual paper will set out ways Falmouth is developing with partners in Canada and USA to provide international students with remote experiential access to the concepts of creativity that underpin and evince real entry requirements to our courses. It will look at ways of simplifying intractable concepts and complex language, yet retaining all salient issues. It will introduce simple but highly effective ‘do it at home’ work-generating projects. It will demonstrate the visual tools that guide the student through the process of creating material that demonstrates their skills and interests, and how to reflect and enhance this in their statement of purpose. It will give an overview of how we brace students for their first engagement with British/Canadian/US Education. And it will illustrate how we have successfully banished the ‘p’ word…
______________________________________________________________________
Enabling international access: deconstructing our concepts of creativity

“Designers identify, articulate and sometimes even produce constraints in order to manage the process of design. By articulating a finite set of constraints and design criteria, an objective sense of assessment can be created, and one can judge the success in achieving a set goal.” John Kolko, Professor of Industrial and Interaction Design, Savannah College of Art and Design (SCAD)

“the giant panda is only rare in areas where it does not live, it is common everywhere else…” modern Chinese proverb

(1) Overview
The greatest barrier facing the otherwise fully-resourced international student seeking to enter creative industries education in Britain is gaining fluent access to the concepts of creativity deeply embodied in the requirements of the application ‘portfolio’. In simple terms, how do they get to know exactly what universities and colleges are looking for in their application. This barrier often continues to exist even after a successful application and enrolment, when a student encounters the implicit or arcane lurking under the surface of almost any aspect of non-technical learning and teaching experiences. The serpentine nature of John Kolko’s account of design evaluation criteria, launched in an international advertorial promoting SCAD, typifies the opacity of art and design patois on an international scale, but what does it actually mean?
 Surely the context requires speaking to, not talking at an international audience, with clarity being paramount?

It is unreasonable to expect a student from (say) Arkhangelsk, Buenos Aires or Chennai to demonstrate the same visual or linguistic culturally-determined experience and interests as a student from (say) Aberdeen, Birmingham or Cardiff
, yet effectively this often seems to be the norm - we are just too domestic. And this can be further exacerbated by opaque concepts of creativity employed in assessing applications to creative industries courses in UK.

A student who has passed through a traditional art and design college in (say) China, Japan, Taiwan or Korea will probably present a portfolio of very stylised drawing and painting; technically perfect plan and elevation drawings; rather mannered fashion design; or what often appears to be little more than copies of existing product design. Likewise, students who have passed through colleges specialising in computer skills or multimedia will probably have portfolios of showy technically proficient work lacking in content, purpose or user-friendliness. Such portfolios can be rejected on the grounds that they do not demonstrate the student’s creativity, ignoring the fact that the student’s previous course was not about creativity (simply achieving set/government goals), and not offering the student any supportive advice on how to re-present their portfolio with our preferred art and design work. This makes neither educational nor business sense.

Western notions on what constitutes creativity come cloaked in collateral professional experience. “I know it when I see it” (the panda principle) is not acceptable, though commonplace. Entry criteria enshrined in validated course documents unpick dismally, if at all. Even if we think we have a clear idea, we do not/cannot explain what we are looking for in Plain English. Assignment and project briefs come steeped in assumption
. And actual study experience can be so infected with an unnecessary clubby exclusivity that many international students are prevented from full integration and engagement with a course because in the eyes of some academic staff, they “simply do not seem to get it”.  This has to be seen as a reflection on those same staff.

We need to identify exactly what we are looking for in an application and then develop transparent ways of communicating this to potential international students. Logically, this process then needs to be extended to on-course learning and teaching.

This paper sets out some of the strategies we are currently developing at University College Falmouth to create culturally neutral application projects and entry requirements.

(2) Case study 1: Portfolio requirements for applications to Foundation Art & Design

The following forms part of a document that is given to all UK applicants to the UCF Foundation course:

The term ‘Foundation’ might suggest to you that this educational experience will be a very basic beginning in the world of art & design.  In reality, however, in order to get onto this Foundation course, you have to be able to demonstrate considerable ability in this field.  This is normally done through the presentation of a portfolio of your work, together with an interview.  We don’t have a specific checklist of what must be in a portfolio, as that would be too prescriptive, however, we would like to see a variety of work addressing the following general headings:

Drawing - we place a fair amount of emphasis on your drawing ability.  Evidence should take the form of observational drawing in all forms – objects, the human figure, landscape etc.  Well kept and well used drawing books will be looked on very favourably, but make sure they are not scrap books or ‘doodle books’.  If you have any life drawings, then ensure that they are included in your portfolio, but this is not a requirement.

Other work - outside of drawing, the work you present should demonstrate a developing visual ability in whatever area of art & design you have studied.  We are equally interested in seeing textile, ceramic, furniture and painting work, etc.  The most important features about the work are its quality, the levels of understanding and ambition demonstrated as well as the presentation.  We are also very interested in seeing how you develop individual works from start to finish.

· Aim to bring around twenty pieces of work plus drawing books.  

· Show the process from start to finish (not just finished pieces of work). 

· Remember to include any design work

The informal, woolly nature of this document is not suitable for students whose first language and culture is not English, and who need precision. The vague, “we place a fair amount of emphasis on your drawing ability” could be interpreted as meaning that “you have to be good at drawing”, which is daunting for students who have no experience of any style of Western drawing and thus have no idea of where to pitch. It could be threatening for students who do have experience of A-levels or IB, yet feel that they stand no chance in competition with UK students who they see as having home advantage. “Evidence should take the form of observational drawing in all forms – objects, the human figure, landscape etc.” does not make any sense in English, thus stymieing interpretation; while the use of “evidence” is overly aggressive. And it is not acceptable to pose assessment criteria – quality, understanding, ambition and presentation – without defining what these criteria mean and how they may be applied. 

However, international students receive a different version written in Plain English, which describes the essential elements of application requirements, and, crucially, offers experiential access to ‘drawing’, “developing ideas”, and writing a personal statement of purpose, all aimed to be as culturally neutral as possible (see appendix). Essentially, from an international perspective, “what we want to see in a successful application to Foundation Art & Design is:

· drawing from observation (that is, drawing real things) –  the object-in-the-hand project (see appendix), or say, your feet, your other hand, yourself in a mirror, your parents or brother or sister; the view out of your window, your room, a favourite object; a garden, park or landscape; but not something from your imagination, nor from a photograph, nor of a sculpture;

· a demonstration of how you develop your ideas – sketchbooks and notebooks showing recording and development of ideas or solutions to visual/design problems – the button project (see appendix);

· any project or finished work from school, college or private tuition that shows us your current skills and interests in art and design;

· a brief account of why you wish to study on the Foundation course, what you hope to achieve, and what you hope to do after the course.”

We enable applicants to gain a practical understanding of the delights and potential of drawing through a simple home-based, wholly empirical project that naturally develops hand-eye coordination, introduces the physical activity of drawing, introduces drawing as mark-making, involves the student in drawing for a longer period of time than they are familiar with (hours), questions issues of preciousness, and introduces drawing as an activity or process in its own right. All this is achieved without significant language or cultural overheads (the object-in-the-hand project, see appendix).

We enable applicants to gain a practical understanding of the process of developing ideas in a sketchbook with projects that require them to work out how to describe simple automatic procedures such as doing up a button (the button project, see appendix). This can be extended to field visual research based on the premise that we are surrounded by things that just don’t work, bad design and bad signage. The student is asked to choose one example of bad design, record it in the field, visually analyse why it doesn’t work, then develop a visual proposal for getting it to work.

We strive to ensure that these projects are seen as enabling, not as entry tests. They should be enjoyable adventures not stressful obstacles (“if you think drawing is boring, you are doing it wrong”, “seeing bad design is easy, doing something about it is a voyage of discovery”).

Assessment of these projects is almost binary – has the applicant actually engaged in the process of drawing an object held in a hand, exploring all of the opportunities described in the brief; or have they actually worked out how to demonstrate how to do up a button through drawing. Subjective assessments of quality, ambition, level of understanding and presentation are no longer issues here. Yet these projects inherently explore the student’s creativity simply through their working with new challenges. Significantly, creativity is not cited as a requirement nor assessment criterion in the original Foundation portfolio requirements. Indeed, the key requirements seem to be wholly skills-based. 

(3) Case study 2: Application project for Postgraduate Creative Advertising

This project is given to all UK applicants to a Postgraduate Diploma in Creative Advertising. On the surface, there does not seem to be anything wrong with this project, but it deconstructs badly:

Application project for Postgraduate Creative Advertising
Product:

Aerolatte

Objective:

introduce battery-operated portable milk frother

Strategy:
convince market that cappuccinos can be made anywhere

Target market:
twenty-something coffee-drinker

Support information: 
portable, inexpensive, easy to use

Proposition:

now you can have a perfect cappuccino anywhere

Competition:

Starbucks, other milk frothers

Mandatory:

logo must appear

Tone of voice:

easy going, direct, enjoyable

Requirement:

full page in The Telegraph colour magazine

Requirement:

bus shelter poster

Requirement:

30 second radio script

In reality, an Aerolatte is a seldom-seen novelty product (a battery-powered propeller); the very thing that you may well find in its box in a cupboard under the stairs if you had one. The fundamental flaw in the strategy is the bottom-line necessity for power to heat water and milk to froth it in the first place, and if you have power, why not use an espresso/cappuccino machine (or go to Starbucks)? This may account for Aerolattes being seldom-seen.

In detail, the mini-campaign assumes a well developed coffee-shop/coffee-drinking culture in the target market – this may not be the case. It assumes that Starbucks is known and/or present in the target market. “Easy going” may not translate well. “Twenty-something” – what gender, ethnicity, socio-economic group? The Telegraph is not an international publication, indeed, in India it is a significantly different newspaper to the UK version. In some countries a bus shelter is a multi-storey where buses are parked when not in use. Is the radio script to be run on a hip-hop or classical station, daytime, drive-time or night time? The campaign assumes an interest in gadgets and a cultural willingness to ‘do it yourself’.

The project is all the more challenging as there is an expectation that the work submitted will fit the English market, including fitting an English sense of humour. Effectively, there is no acknowledgement of local advertising cultures in the country of origin.

It is more productive to offer students application projects that are culturally neutral and/or those which can be tuned to a local market. We have developed the following projects which offer applicants wide-ranging flexibility of approach (see appendix):

FlyMeToTheMoon – online guaranteed availability air travel

NIHON – Japanese beer and snack bar franchise (aiming at non-Japanese market)

Land – a dual-purpose 4WD vehicle suited to heavy agricultural and leisure use

Pétillant – subtly sparkling water launch campaign

Red Card – government-initiated anti-bureaucracy campaign

These projects can generate excellent results which address the local market and which can be fully appreciated in UK. For example, an Indian student responded to the Red Card project with a poster campaign based on snakes-and-ladders – your efforts were the ladders, the snakes were bureaucracy. Elegant, concise and cross-cultural. If you give an applicant a choice of open-ended projects to fit their local market you will enable them to respond more creatively.

(4) Case study 3: examples of subject-specific application requirements
When we are asked face-to-face what is needed in an application to a particular course  we offer progressively more detailed information as is required. Avoiding the use of ‘portfolio’ as far as possible. These are just four examples:

BA (Hons) Fine Art: firstly, you must have completed a Foundation Art & Design or similar course. We are interested in seeing work in your chosen discipline (painting, sculpture, printmaking, mixed media or digital), plus sketchbooks that show us how you develop your ideas

BA (Hons) Graphic Design: firstly, we prefer you to have completed a Foundation Art & Design or similar course, or, have actual hands-on work experience in some area of design. Your practical work should demonstrate an understanding of the process of design – imagine, on the one hand you have an initial idea or project brief, and on the other hand you have your final presentation of your work on that idea or project – everything between those two points is the process of design, that is what we want to see (we are not necessarily interested in ‘finished products’). And this can all be done with pencil and paper, you do not need a computer…

BA (Hons) Photography: a Foundation Art & Design or similar course is useful in developing a broader perspective of creativity but it is essential that your practical photographic work demonstrates two things – your technical experience of photography (not necessarily your technical skills), and how you see photographically (what separates photography from other visual media). For example, how would you describe to me, as a foreigner, in just 12 photographs, what it is like to live where you live. The more you think about this, the more interesting and challenging it becomes (does ‘where I live’ mean my country, my city, my neighbourhood, my house/flat, my room, even my mind?). Honesty is important in such work – you have to take photographs from your perspective not ‘for’ the foreigner; this work is entirely subjective.

BA (Hons) Spatial Design: Interior and Landscape: a Foundation Art & Design or similar course is useful in developing a broader perspective of creativity but what we are really interested in seeing is how you visualise and organise objects and space. We much prefer you to demonstrate visualisation through drawing rather than through plan and elevation technical drawings. For example, when you are in your home, make some drawings of the space and objects around you, but sit on the floor – this will force you to look at the space from an unusual angle. You should not try to produce an ‘accurate’ interior drawing, instead, you should try to record the space in almost a diagrammatic way, looking at the space between objects as much as the objects themselves, and looking at lighting and shadows.

We will always engage in further explanation of application requirements when this is necessary, and we will also offer students simple home-based projects that will generate the type of work they should provide. These could include the button and bad design projects (see appendix).

(5) Applicants coming from post-high school education or work experience
Students applying from private or government colleges and universities can often submit art and design work which challenges open assessment. If the student comes from a government university (say) in Japan or China, or a private college that prepares applicants for entry into such a university
, their work will be the product of a traditional disciplines, and hence opaque to Western critique. But we should not dismiss such applications without prompting the student with a considered project that will assist them in developing the type of work that we can assess in the context of their chosen specialisation.

Similarly, students applying from work experience will automatically present work that is dictated by local conditions. It is not reasonable to criticise or reject students on the basis that their work does not demonstrate our required qualities. As generally speaking:

· Indian website design conventionally favours form over function, often replete with showy bells and whistles, pedantic logic and random navigation – so we should expect this in an application. The obvious project work to come out of this would be to ask the student to redesign the site, to simplify and strips out all unnecessary entities and content, and to make navigation as direct as is possible…

· Graphic design commissioned in Hong Kong will be very busy for Western tastes. This is simply because a prevailing attitude among executives and owners is that if they are paying for space, it must be filled with something, even large characters must be flood-filled, haloed or drop-shadowed. Filled space becomes more relevant than clarity and relevant content. Again, application project work would address simplification.

· We have little chance of understanding non-Latin character typographic design or typography unless we can read the relevant language. The best solution here would be for the designer to translate the text, and describe and talk 
about the design decisions that informed the work. Likewise it is all but impossible for us to understand conventions which govern what often seems as imbalance between Latin and local character-based bilingual material (Latin text always seems heavier). Indeed this weight imbalance is the subject of contemporary debate in design community in Japan.

· Most difficult of all is the need to understand that West is not always best, that local design can be better for its target group than its Western equivalent even if it does not fit our aesthetic

(6) Diversity within the art and design curriculum
The massive reciprocal of opening up the application process is the curriculum itself. Some aspects of their endemic cultural centricity are the very reasons behind student enrolments – they want a British art and design education. At the same time, few courses can claim to be wholly culturally neutral in terms of assignments and assessment. We can make good progress in identifying and removing cultural centricity in assignment briefs, but in an ontological mirroring of the fundamentals of design, per se, the assessment solution resides in the problem. We have to identify the cultural origins, function and audience of a particular art or design work. Just as we can see that Japanese teacups do not have handles nor saucers, but do have lids; so we must acknowledge that Japanese information signage will use a soft palette and low contrast, that the cute permeates promotional graphics, and that the design possibilities of illuminated signage in fluorescent or neon has only technical limitations. In Hong Kong, both architecture and interior design will be informed by Feng Shui geomantics
, while Western concepts of personal space, ambiance and subtle lighting will be challenged by heaving Cantonese restaurants. While in India, mainstream television advertising seems to be a melange of 50’s (Western) naiveté and Bollywood, with primetime promotion of exercise books, pencils and shoe polish. The Avianca (Colombia) in-flight safety video verges on the erotic in its dwelling on a woman’s crutch (set belt) and breasts (oxygen). On leaving Mexico City International Airport the largest advertising billboard you encounter is not for the expected telecoms, computers, financial services, alcohol or perfume, but for Whiskas cat food. We simply cannot second guess and should not attempt to colonise underlying design cultures – it is especially important to stress this in peer and tutor groups - we have to identify the cultural origins, function and audience of a particular art or design work.

All of this is prejudiced if front-line staff are not given access to the cultural and educational backgrounds of international students. This may seem a tall order, but again, the solution is in the problem – well-facilitated group sessions can support international students discussing education and art and design in their home country.

A larger problem, in the sense that it is rarely acknowledged on-course, is the need to offer international students counsel in re-immersion in their home culture – the design, interpersonal and inter-cultural skills they will need to be successful in their new career.

(7) Conclusion
As long as we have abstract ‘presence’, ‘innovation’ and ‘breadth’ cited as assessment criteria, we will have problems
. However, enabling access to creative industries courses in UK by rendering application requirements transparent and avoiding use of the ‘p’ word
 will increase participation and enrolment by international students. But a successful adoption of this process will highlight the need for a diversity audit of the curriculum and additional staff development in cultural awareness. The long term benefits must surely outweigh the short term costs…

But it all depends on whether we have a commitment to developing a Flat World
 for creative industries.

� Design for learning: Arts Education, International Herald Tribune (Japan edition), October 14-15 2006


� This seems to suggest that ‘constraints’ and ‘design criteria’ (whatever these may be) are the decisive factors employed in assessing the success of design work rather than a project’s aim and objectives. It is typical of the unacceptable use of verbose academic-speak with a non-specialist audience. This is the very crux of the problem of communication in creative industries.


� Given that there will be local differences between these three countries.


� For example: “the cupboard under the stairs” (a Foundation Project) erroneously assumes that we all have stairs, that there is enclosed storage space beneath where random objects are ‘dumped’ which could render itself to a kind of visual archaeology; “camouflage” (an undergraduate graphic design project) appeared to be about a visual journey through camouflage – but it was really about deconstruction/reconstruction. The merest hint of tigers in long grass resulted in failure.


� Portfolio requirements for applications to the ABC Diploma Foundation Studies in Art & Design, University College Falmouth.


� The standard application project sent to all applicants (UK and international) by the staff team of the Postgraduate Diploma in Creative Advertising at University College Falmouth.


� Courses do exist that train students to hone their skills in all aspects of the entry examinations for Japanese universities. The examination questions are static – still life, drawing a specified ‘classical’ sculpture, modelling from life, etc. This enables the student actually to learn how to deal with these tasks prior to undertaking the examination.


� Talking in real time is best, even though this may present the applicant with formidable language issues – talk using an online Chat or VOIP client, preferably at a time convenient to the applicant Telephone discussions are more intimidating.


� Most notably in the ‘good’ Foster HSBC building as opposed to the ‘bad’ I. M. Pei Bank of China Building. And the recent ‘intestine-like’ IFC building.


� Christine Kayser, Institute d’Études Supérieures des Artes, Paris; in Design for learning: Arts Education, International Herald Tribune (Japan edition), October 14-15 2006


� Simple use of the word portfolio can induce dread in younger international students, raising the spectre of a big black folder packed with sparkling finished work – the last thing that we should be requiring…


� The World is Flat: A brief history of the twenty-first century, Thomas L Friedman; Farrar, Straus and Giroux; New York, 2006





