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BA CPP Review 
 

Monday 12 March 2018 
 

Programme Design Team Feedback 
 
 
Topics identified by Review Panel (members) 
The Convenor welcomed the Panel to the meeting and invited round table 
introductions. 
 
The Convenor outlined the review event format and the criteria for approval set out in 
the template report which the Panel should be mindful of throughout the day’s 
discussions in order to reach agreement on one of the following potential outcomes: 

• re-approval for a given period (normally five years) 
• re-approval subject to conditions to be met within a specified period, and 

normally before the commencement of the reviewed programme 
• in exceptional circumstances, some other appropriate recommendation (e.g. 

no intake to the first year of the programme) 
 
The Panel were invited to identify any additional topics which they wished to explore 
in meetings with the Programme Design Team (PDT), current students and graduates 
of the programme and individual members of the Panel were identified to lead the 
dialogue in each of these areas.  The topics identified included: 

• Programme philosophy 
• Course completion, retention rates and mental health issues 
• International context 
• Core Options/Options 
• Pass/Fail and graded assessment balance 
• Support for students with a physical impairment 

 
 
First Meeting with the Programme Design Team (members) 
The Convenor welcomed the PDT and invited all present to introduce themselves.  
 
The Convenor confirmed that the Panel believed the programme to be in good health 
and explained that the questions posed as part of the review discussions were 
designed to help the team make further enhancements.  The PDT was commended 
on the clear, thorough, helpful and honest documentation presented.  
 
The PDT presented a short overview of the programme which incorporated the 
strengths of the current programme, outlined the four strands of the revised 
programme, and explained the rationale behind the changes proposed.  This was 
followed by a discussion of the topics identified for exploration with the PDT, the main 
points of which were: 
 

• Programme philosophy 
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The PDT explained the philosophy and ethos of the programme and described 
the student journey through its four strands from the ego-centric artist to the 
eco-centric artist.  The Panel was informed that the review, together with the 
formation of the current staff team, had provided an opportunity to further 
develop the ‘greening’ of the curriculum, which began in 2010 in preparation for 
the 2012 Curriculum Reform.  It was noted that applicants are given information 
on what the programme is about before auditioning to ensure that they 
understand that ecological performance is about making meaningful work 
which has value in the world and not about recycling. The PDT commented that 
auditionees are increasingly familiar with this concept, are presenting with a 
grounding in experimental work and have often only applied to this programme.   
 

• Course completion, retention rates and mental health issues 
The Panel asked the PDT for its views on the programme’s completion rates, 
which appeared considerably lower than other RCS programmes, and the high 
ratio of reported mental health issues (50%) among the cohort.  The PDT 
commented that overall progression and completion rates have been broadly 
in line with the sector averages and noted that students decide to leave for very 
particular (commonly financial or health) reasons and that mental health issues 
was increasingly the most often cited.  
 
The PDT explained that the statistics highlighted referred to one particular year 
(2016-17) when 6 students did not complete on time. It was noted that 4 male 
students chose to leave, which equated to a quarter of the total cohort, and that 
all had had personal issues from first year. The PDT outlined how the 
programme now monitored progression with the Academic Registrar to identity 
students who require additional support as early as possible. 
 
Asked to outline what support was available to staff when dealing with students 
experiencing mental health issues, the PDT described how the introduction of 
the Fitness to Study policy and accompanying guidance had been helpful in 
establishing whether students are well enough to study.  It was also noted that 
the Conservatoire’s annual Learning and Teaching Conference, which brings 
the whole staff together for professional updating activities, had focussed on 
mental health at the start of session 2017-18. Additionally, CPP staff had 
introduced Monday morning check-in meetings to identify any particular needs 
of students and provide their own support network. 
 
The PDT also explained that the Embodiment and Wellbeing strand was 
introduced to make the need for reflection more explicit and help students to 
understand that they need to sustain their practice for the duration of their 
studies and beyond: at Level 4, each student should be able to articulate what 
that practice is for them.  The Panel was also informed that a number of 
initiatives had been introduced at institutional level, too, such as the Big White 
Wall, to reinforce the Wellbeing message. 
 

• International context 
The Panel noted that, for the purposes of review, the international context had 
commonly been articulated as being about recruitment and asked the PDT what 
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makes the programme artistically and creatively distinctive to overseas 
programmes.  
 
The PDT described how the programme valued the range of different cultural 
experiences amongst the cohort and outlined how recent students have taken 
advantage of Erasmus exchanges that accord with the CPP programme aims.  
It was reported that students are also able to choose a secondment in Year 4 
and the PDT gave examples of interesting student placements in the USA and 
Africa.  The PDT explained how placements in Year 3 and secondments in Year 
4 differed, and outlined how students were supported and encouraged to think 
about what they wanted to learn from the experience and frame an enquiry to 
the organisation of their choice. 
 

• Core Options/Options  
The Panel sought clarification of the programme’s use of the term Core Op-
tion, which appeared to be both a contradiction in terms and in conflict with 
the Conservatoire’s Options portfolio. It was agreed that differentiation would 
be accomplished by changing Core Option to Programme Option. 
 
The PDT confirmed that a good number of CPP students take Conservatoire 
options out with their own discipline, which they took as evidence that they were 
actively thinking about and shaping their own learning  
 

• Pass/Fail and graded assessment balance 
The PDT explained that Levels 1 and 2 would be pass/fail only, and grades 
would be introduced in Levels 3 and 4 to facilitate Honours degree calculations.  
This scaffolded-learning design supports students to focus on feedback from 
the points of learning embedded in each activity/production in order to become 
reflective independent artists rather than chase grades.  The PDT reported that 
a sign of student confidence in the system is that they often do not access the 
grade on their student record. 
 
It was noted that staff had found the pass/fail process much easier, too, as it 
removed the granulations of how well - or how poorly - a student had performed, 
and had been simplified to: did they meet the required learning outcome or not?  
The PDT considered there to be no correlation between students deciding to 
leave the programme and module failure, and outlined resit arrangements and 
the range of opportunities available for students to retrieve a fail. 
 

• Support for students with a physical impairment 
The PDT was asked to clarify support arrangements for students with a physical 
impairment.  The PDT outlined the kind of information that would be provided 
on the venues used and the types of adaptations that could be made to support 
student needs. Examples of the bespoke arrangements made for work 
undertaken outside, such as on the annual residential course, were provided.  
It was explained that it can often be very daunting for students raised in a city 
environment to be living and working in a very rural setting and the team 
described how they tried to address these.   
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Meeting with current students and graduates (members) 
The student representatives of the current cohort confirmed that they had been 
consulted about the proposed changes to the programme through the Programme 
Committee and year group meetings and that they felt involved in the development of 
revisions to the programme.  
 
The students and graduates were asked what they liked most about the current 
programme and responded as follows: 

• the rigor of the programme and how working at an intense level is good 
preparation for the industry 

• the level of academic and pastoral support from the Programme Team 
• how the programme helped students to develop their own arts practice 
• the programme structure, which gives a good grounding in different disciplines 

and practices 
• the open and honest interaction between students and staff 
• a real desire for students to progress and succeed, such as help applying for 

Masters programmes. 
 
The main points of the discussion between the Panel and student and graduate 
representatives were: 

• It was noted that the intensity of the programme can make it difficult for students 
who need to work in order to support themselves throughout their studies. 

• The group were asked to give their view on the mixed economy of Pass/Fail 
and graded assessment.  The students explained that they had been included 
in discussions about the change and commented that, though they had not yet 
experienced it, they were positive about the assessment design which had been 
proposed and were happy to support it. 

• The group felt that the programme could perhaps give more emphasis to 
introducing the cohort to more international reference points and perspectives; 
they agreed, however, that help would be available on request if they had 
international aspirations and wanted to explore international practice that might 
resonate with their work.  The group clarified that placements would normally 
be UK based but that secondments and exchanges could be further afield. 

• The students and graduates agreed that the exploration of diverse cultural 
backgrounds has a presence in the curriculum, but international students did 
not always feel fully supported.  It was noted that a group of international 
students formed their own support group because their tutors are mainly from 
the UK and they felt that they had to work harder to explain where they and 
their work came from. 

• The group was asked about the cohort’s relationship with the other RCS 
programmes and whether there was any sense of feeling marginalized by being 
off-site so much.  The students and graduates agreed that experiencing a 
variety of environments on placements, in schools projects and prisons for 
example, was essential to their way of learning and so this was a positive.  That 
said, the group agreed that they would appreciate having a base for 
experimental work.  The students confirmed that they did not always feel part 
of the RCS community, and commented that there continued to be 
misconceptions about what the CPP programme was about and the activities 
students were engaged in.  It was agreed that the fact that a lot of the CPP work 
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happened off-site perhaps contributed to the misunderstandings about the 
programme, and that some of these could be eradicated more quickly with 
better integration. 

• The students and graduates expressed varying opinions on ICP and choice.  
All enjoyed working with students from other programmes but some felt ill-
prepared for the content and had had varying levels of guidance from transitions 
tutors on selecting modules that complemented their learning. All agreed, 
however, that they benefited from exposure to different styles of teaching and 
working. 

• The group felt well equipped to take their practice forward on graduation and 
felt that the programme had given them the confidence and agency to shape 
their own careers in multiple ways. 

• The students and graduates commented that there was a definite shift in how 
tutors relate to them in different years of the programme, aligned to their 
developing autonomy. They also noted that, although encouraged to be 
independent, there was always support available if needed. 

 
Asked what areas of the programme could be improved the student and graduate 
group made the following observations: 

• They would like more individual studio/rooms to work in 
• The staff team could be more diverse, e.g. to include people of colour 

 
Private Meeting of the Panel 
The Panel reflected on the earlier meetings with the PDT and the student and graduate 
group and identified the following topics for exploration in the second meeting with the 
PDT: 

• Space and integration 
• Support for international students 
• Non-western art forms in the curriculum 
• Progression to working life 
• Intensity of programme 
• Financial assistance for programme costs 
• Misconceptions about the programme 
• Training and support for Prisons module 

 
 
Second Meeting with Programme Design Team 
The following topics were covered in the Panel’s second meeting with the PDT: 
 

• Space and integration 
Highlighting the proportion of CPP work which took place off-site, the PDT was 
asked to comment on whether it felt the students had enough space to make 
the type of work they wanted to make.  The PDT commented that in general 
the building and facilities are excellent and explained that, though they 
understood the need for more practice rooms, they had been disappointed 
when their former base was reassigned to the School of Music. The PDT 
accepted that space was at a premium but that they would appreciate a 
working room for students and storage space if this could be accommodated. 
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• International student support  

The PDT was asked for its thoughts on why international CPP students might 
have felt the need to form their own support group and whether the programme 
needed to do anything to address this.  The PDT confirmed that it was aware 
of the group and explained that a focus group meeting had been held with 
BAME students, which make up 12.5% of the current cohort, to give them a 
platform to articulate the particular challenges that they face.  The PDT 
reported that diversity was a focus for the whole institution and, through an 
initiative formed as a result of a supporting diversity workshop, benefactors had 
come forward who were keen to support RCS work with specifically black 
students.  The team was hopeful that the funding from this initiative would help 
the programme to employ artists of colour to support and work with students, 
which was, in part, also recognition of the lack of diversity in the current staff.  
The PDT commented that the informal student group was, in its understanding, 
concerned mostly with sharing common cultural experiences.  The team also 
noted its intention to prioritise opportunities to employ visiting artists to 
augment the current team. 
 

• Non-western art forms 
The Panel commented that non-western art forms were well signposted in the 
philosophy of the programme and asked the PDT to explain how this is 
manifested. The PDT explained that the student focus on autonomy increases 
as they progress in the programme, and the proposal to introduce artists of 
colour as mentors for students would help support this.  It was noted that the 
work of the programme is continually informed by international influences and 
references so that students can factor this into their own work. This is most 
evident in the Level 3 Researching Artist module. 
 

• Progression into working life 
It was noted that almost every graduate was in work related to their CPP 
degree, and generally based on something they engaged with on the 
programme.  The PDT outlined the new Level 4 Artist in Development module 
which had been created in response to graduate feedback for more 
entrepreneurial skills to support the transition into the profession. 
 

• Intensity of programme 
The PDT was informed that students and graduates had welcomed the 
intensity of the programme. The Panel asked, however, whether the team felt 
that students were given enough time for reflection.  The PDT explained that 
the Embodiment and Wellbeing strand had been designed to provide a 
reflective space, and that students would benefit from a reduction of 
assessment and the evolution of daily practice, which would equip them with a 
way of thinking and being that becomes more integrated as the programme 
progresses.  The PDT outlined timetable adjustments designed to provide 
more reflective space for students. 
 

• Financial assistance for programme costs 
The PDT confirmed that assistance was available to students in financial 
difficulties to cover the residencies, yoga kit etc. 
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• Misconceptions about the programme 

The Panel reported that the student and graduate group felt that there was an 
almost willful misunderstanding of what they did across the College, and the 
PDT was asked whether it felt that this was a genuine problem which was 
endemic in the type of work the programme generated.  The PDT commented 
that the level of misunderstanding had improved in recent years and attributed 
this partly to the integration of choice and collaboration between programmes. 
It was accepted that non-traditional and non-commercial art forms were hard 
for some people to understand and the PDT suggested that their role was to 
help students develop the confidence and skills to explain and defend the 
nature of the work.  It was noted that the Head of CPP holds a ‘myth busting’ 
session with Production students and encourages them to ask questions if they 
don’t understand students’ artistic concept(s). 

 
The following list details errors in sections of the documentation identified by the Panel 
which require correction: 
 the Level 2 Summary (Programme Document, p.110) does not include Options 

(10 credits)  
 there is a mismatch between the credits and stated notional student hours total 

for the Performance Writing module at Level 3 (Programme document, p.147) 
 
 
Private Meeting of the Panel: Confirmation of Review Outcome 
The Panel corroborated its recommendation to Academic Board for re-approval and 
confirmed the areas of good practice on which the programme should be commended 
and the recommendations which it believed the PDT should considered in order to 
inform the programme’s future development. 
 
Report Back to the Programme Design Team 
The PDT was informed that the Review Panel had agreed to recommend that 
Academic Board approve the programme for five years (until 2023), subject to 
responses to consideration being given to the recommendations as set out below:   
 
 
Commendations 
 
The Panel commends:  
 
1. The thorough, clear and honest approach to the preparation of the programme 

documentation which sets out a comprehensive picture of a well-structured and 
innovative programme which demonstrates a strong, convincingly articulated and 
shared philosophical underpinning. 
 

2. A pioneering, outward facing and realistic approach to nurturing graduates who 
have a clear and confident sense of themselves as artists 
 

3. The programme’s approach to assessment and feedback and the development 
of the dialogic relationship between teacher and student to promote the students’ 
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metacognition and ownership of their learning. 
 

4. The impressive integration of learning outcomes at both programme and module 
level which enhances the holistic nature of the programme overall. 

 
5. The clear aspiration to broaden the cultural diversity among visiting staff in the 

interests both of enhancing the curriculum and providing personal support for 
students via mentoring and secondments. 

 
6. The evident strong team ethos among staff members which provides a 

supportive environment, academically and pastorally.   
 
 
Recommendations 
 
The Panel recommends: 
 
1. That the PDT reconciles the mismatch between the credits and student hours 

for the Performance Writing module descriptor p.147 of the Programme 
document; and adds the 10 credit Options module to Level 2, p.110 
 

2. That the PDT clarifies the wording of the 30 credit Level 4 Options (section 8.6 
module overview p.47) from ‘Core Options’ for the Artist Commission element 
to ‘Programme Options’ which are distinguished from Conservatoire-wide 
Options. 

 
3. Acknowledging RCS space restraints, nevertheless BA CPP needs access to a 

designated working space within the Conservatoire and also storage space in 
order to reduce wastage. 

 
Conclusion 
 
The Panel thanked the PDT for its open and honest engagement in the review process 
and the PDT in turn thanked the Panel for facilitating discussions to provide helpful 
feedback and aid the programme’s development. 
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APPENDIX 
 
Review Panel: 
Stephen Lacey (Convenor), Emeritus Professor of Drama, Film and Television, 
Faculty of Creative Industries, University of South Wales 
Colin Beeson (Co-Convenor), Former Deputy Principal, Royal Northern College of 
Music 
Celia Duffy (Co-Convenor), Board Chair of Red Note and former Director of Academic 
Innovation, RCS 
Nikki Tomlinson, Lead Artists’ Advisor/Producer, Artsadmin  
Rachael Walton, Artistic Director and Founder, Third Angel 
William Stringer, SU President, Royal Conservatoire of Scotland 
Josh Dickson, Head of Traditional Music, Royal Conservatoire of Scotland 
 
Programme Design Team: 
Deborah Richardson-Webb (Convenor), Head of Performance Pedagogy 
Joshua Armstrong, Lecturer, Contemporary Performance 
Laura Bissell, Lecturer, Contemporary Performance 
Laura Bradshaw, Lecturer, Contemporary Performance 
Gary Gardiner, Lecturer, Social Practice 
Rachel O’Neill, Lecturer, Performance Aesthetics 
 
Students and Graduates: 
 
Graduates 
Jack Stancliffe (graduated, 2015) 
Thulani Rachia (graduated, 2017) 
 
Students 
Eoin MacKenzie (Year 4) 
Sharon Fraser (Year 4) 
Yasmin Mawer (Year 3) 
Minnie Crook (Year 2) 
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