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We need a clearer picture of the ways in which students learn from museum collections and other sources of inspiration. Taking a phenomenographic approach
this research suggests ways in which students learn from the collections, and
argues that some students, lacking the motivation and skills they need to enable
them to get the best out of this important resource, find their engagement with
museums challenging. The research concludes that Higher Education (HE) and
museums will need to work collaboratively to champion measures to reinvigorate
learning from these sources.
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Introduction
This paper discusses the main findings and issues raised by a Centre for
Excellence in Teaching and Learning through Design (CETLD) report called
Sources of Inspiration published at www.celtd@brighton.ac.uk (Reading,
2009). An earlier CETLD report, Speight (2007) highlighted that although
the partners recognized that museum collections are an important resource
for Art & Design students, very little is known about how they learn from
them. The partners who commissioned this research were keen to improve
their understanding of these processes, so that needs and experiences of
students could be taken into account when museums and higher education
(HE) consider their provision. The principal question driving the research
was: how do Design students learn from museum collections and other
sources of inspiration?

Context
In seeking to answer this question, the research acknowledges the usefulness of theories in learning and teaching that help us to understand that
students learn in different ways and that students’ approach to learning is
influenced by their conception of learning. Marton and Saljo’s (1976)
seminal study described how the quality of a student’s learning outcome
was the result of differences in their approach to learning. These differences comprise two different levels of processing called deep and surface.
Students who adopted a surface approach focused on learning the text
(the sign) and have a reproductive conception of learning, whilst students
who adopted a deep approach directed their efforts towards understanding the intentional content of the learning (what is signified), meaning
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that students who adopt a deep approach to their learning have better
quality learning outcomes. Subsequent researchers have extended and
augmented these ideas. Biggs (2006) developed a hierarchy of approaches
to learning that went beyond deep and surface approaches, and Prosser
and Trigwell (1999) developed the idea that students work strategically to
meet assessment criteria. The approach has also been used to investigate
the experience of being a lecturer or researcher in particular subject areas
(Åkerlind 2003, 2008).
Phenomenographic research into the experience of Graphic Design students by Davies (2006) described how design students’ conceptions of
design varied, with some students associating it with the acquisition of
skills and learning processes and others viewing it as an act of communication, or as a vehicle through which to explore personal perceptions of the
world. He went on to suggest that students who used the design process as
‘a platform from which to explore their own perceptions of a complex world’
(Davies 2006: 3) adopted a deeper approach to learning.
Similarly a phenomenographic study into the experience of Fashion
design students suggested that their approach to learning varied according
to whether they focused on the product, the process or the concept in
design (Drew, Bailey et al. 2001: 11). The researchers found that, as with
other phenomenographic research, students’ approaches exist in a nested
hierarchy of experience. This hierarchy encompassed reproductive strategies typical of surface approaches and also procedural strategies in which
students focused on the ‘development phase of experimenting with designing, making and material processes in order to engage with the learning of
design’ (Drew, Bailey et al. 2004: 195). These insights are helpful to this
inquiry because they remind us that students’ approaches to using museum
collections and other sources of inspiration are likely to differ and that
improving the way design students learn from these sources will need to
take these variations into account.

Methodology
24 design students from undergraduate design courses at the University
of Brighton (Graphics and Illustration, Interior Architecture, and Fashion
and Textiles) and postgraduate design courses at the Royal College of Art
were interviewed using the phenomenographic research method pioneered by Marton and Saljo (1976). Each student, individually, was interviewed at their place of study about their experiences of engaging with
museum collections and the way these experiences transmuted into their
creative practice and understanding of design. The conversations were
recorded and transcribed allowing the researcher to study the complete
pattern of responses and to understand how the sources are comprehended and used in different ways and to discover the meaning that
students assign to museums and other sources of inspiration. This information was then used to generate categories of experience or the ‘outcome space’ that reveals variation in students’ approaches. The outcome
space is not formed by the perception of any particular individual but by
‘composites formed out of an aggregate of smaller perceptions’ (Bowden
2000). In this way one transcript might contribute to a number of different categories.
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Outcome spaces
The research identified four levels of student experience which are related
hierarchically. These are Level 1, Level 2, Level 3, and Level 4. Each new level
is inclusive of the previous levels but adds new levels of awareness.

Level 1
Student approaches at this level view the aims of their design work as externally imposed by the requirements of academic courses and vocational
tasks and students seemingly possess little awareness of their own personal interests, beliefs and motivations in relation to their design work.
Students with these approaches are rarely motivated to visit museums,
although they do participate in visits arranged by HE tutors as part of academic courses or by supportive parents in the holidays. They cite barriers of
time away from their academic studies and the cost of travelling to the collections as reasons for not making more frequent visits:
‘When they actually tell us to go to museum collections it often feels a bit
forced because often I can’t afford it to get to London’.
(Transcript 13)

Neither do they view museum collections as particularly relevant to their
design work:
What I find with a lot of museums is that unless they say they are doing something specifically with community or people a lot of the time it’s just objects
in a glass box. It doesn’t go further than that. It’s just objects in a glass box it
looks nice and then you move onto the next.
(Transcript 15)

Nor do they view broader theoretical, historical or cultural debates as particularly relevant to their design work.
I just gaze and droop. We had to do an essay on the retrospective of the
Turner Prize – not really illustration type work – it’s all very fine art; that was a
struggle for me. The last HATS lesson we had about the suffragettes and that
sort of propaganda which is obviously really interesting, but it’s not overly
current or relevant.
(Transcript 7)

Lacking the confidence and skills to work with the collections is also
problematic.
Sometimes I feel a bit awkward going in them, the people sitting round they
have nothing to do except look at you – that’s what they are there for – that
can be awkward but other than that I like them, although I hate trying to draw
or do stuff in them sometimes because guaranteed you’ll get a school party at
the point at which you are doing something really badly and you are kind of,
don’t look go away!
(Transcript 7)

Sources of inspiration

ADCHE_8.2_art_Reading_109-122.indd 111

111

2/24/10 11:48:52 AM

‘What’s my view on it? It’s (the V&A) kind of designed in such a way that you
are not meant to be there it’s a really – what’s the word for it – a massive
building- you feel a bit intimidated’.
(Transcript 16)

During visits students with these approaches scan the collections for
objects or phenomena that interest them, typically focusing on aspects of
colour, shape or texture and in general are less responsive to the historical
and cultural resonances of particular phenomena.
•
•

‘I probably go for shapes and also if there is something odd that catches
my eye.’ (Transcript 5)
‘I am not very interested in the historical content.’ (Transcript 13).

Data is captured by collecting postcards or writing notes about what they have
looked at, principally because of a sense of uncertainty about whether they are
permitted to take photographs and a lack of confidence in their drawing skills.
I often really want to take photographs but I never do because you always
get told off. I used to draw them when I was on foundation. But I am not
very good at drawing so it’s not really that rewarding. I buy postcards but
they don’t usually have postcards of what I want. It’s just in memory really
although I would like to take pictures more.
(Transcript 13)

Material they have gathered is stored in sketch books or other personal
archives, alongside phenomena collected from elsewhere. These archives
can become extensive. Although described as an enjoyable aspect of their
learning, students also say that they are sometimes uncertain how to
progress their design work; consequently they tend to linger at this point in
their inquiry process, longer than may be necessary or helpful.
I find the beginning fine – research and stuff, I get too obsessive about it –
like last year I used to do way too much. I would spend weeks doing research
because I like doing it.
(Transcript 7)

These students have little awareness of the need to reflect on and take responsibility for their own learning, meaning that they rarely bring their own motivations and interest into view or address the competencies that might help
them improve the focus for their work generally and in relation to museums.
Interviewer: “Do you ever reflect on your work and what you are getting out
of the course?”
“No. I just go from one thing to the next.”
(Transcript 15)

Level 2
Students begin to demonstrate more awareness of the things that motivate
and interest them in their design work, but often find it difficult to understand how these interests might relate to the academic and vocational
aspects of design. They view them as separate strands of their design work.
112
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I was just really interested in what they were doing socially with what they
were making as well as the designs […]. How visually and spatially things can
have a lot of influence on society […]. I wouldn’t want to channel myself into
something corporate and soulless.
(Transcript 9)

They begin to make judgements about the extent to which visiting the collections will help them progress their design work and are therefore motivated to visit them.
On the last project I did it on the Life of Pi then I got the book out and read itthen I researched bits about that and found its about animals – basically there
are loads of animals in it so I wanted to go to the Natural History Museum
and draw the animals but I couldn’t afford it and my friend in London told me
that they don’t actually have any animals that I need so I just didn’t do that.
(Transcript 10)

But at this level students are generally more interested in learning about
the work of contemporary practitioners and vocational opportunities,
viewing them as more necessary to their design work than historical
sources.
Although still lacking confidence, they are more mindful of the support they need to improve their engagement with museums. The opportunity to draw without being observed by the public is important, together
with requests for more practical support such as improved seating and
lighting.
Although they could not always say what interested them about the phenomena they were interested in, there was a sense that students were
actively using the collections to search for meaning.
I took loads of photographs of the statues’ heads when they have fallen off.
I’m not sure why I did that – I just liked it, I found them really interesting.
I went to Paris a couple of years ago – the displays, they were really cool
because they had all the statues but the heads were separate.
Interviewer: Why did you find that interesting?
I don’t know really. I think I like how they are all separate – all you get is the
head of a person you don’t get the full idea of them. It could be a head of a
sphinx or something not a person.
(Transcript 12)

At this level photography is the principal method for capturing data: ‘If I
can take photographs I usually photograph. Or I use a note book but I
don’t sketch’ (Transcript 2). Students use the phenomena that they have
gathered from museums and stored in personal archives with phenomena
from other sources as a series of seemingly unrelated starting points, enabling them to construct a line of inquiry in their design work. They focus
on transforming the material they have gathered through practical experiments and discovering things through the making process: ‘At the minute
I enjoy the exploring and finding – accidentally coming across things that
Sources of inspiration
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happen. I keep churning it out until something good comes from it’
(Transcript 8).
Generating a large number of competing options, students often find it
difficult to decide which aspects to progress into finished work. There is
often a sense of loss relating to material not pursued. These approaches
seem to be related to the fact that although more mindful of the benefits of
using reflective practice, these activities are not initiated by students but
remain tied to course activity.
Interviewer: Do you ever reflect on your work?
Tutorials are a good time for that – we have a couple of tutorials a week- 30
min tutorials with our tutor- that’s a really good way of realizing whether you
are just doing one thing over and over again.
(Transcript 8)

Level 3
Here a students’ ambition is increasingly led by their personal interests and
motivations. Academic studies and their personal interests are no longer
viewed as separate strands of their understanding, but merge and overlap
so that the focus is more integrated. They begin to prioritise fulfilling their
personal vision through personal interpretations of academic and vocational briefs.
To be a good designer you have to have a really strong vision that’s completely
uncompromising. I think you learn that skill even if you have got four different tutors saying different things and eventually you have to decide what you
think. I think that is a really important side of our course. Essentially being a
good designer is having a strong vision of your aesthetic.
(Transcript 6)

This shift seems to motivate students to identify collections and arrange
visits considered relevant to their design work. This research shows that
students with these approaches typically arrange between three to five independent visits each year to museum collections in addition to participating
in visits organized by HE and their parents.
Students also display more interest in the broader historical and theoretical frames of reference for their design work, using them to add depth to
the languages and meanings at play within their own work.
At the moment I am doing lots of embroidery so I am looking closely at the
18th century and over the next few months I will be using the V&A as it’s such
a useful archive for us as design students because it’s so extensive – um and
fashion wise with regard to my knitting its taking on quite a 1930’s look and
with knitting techniques you look back in time – my knitting technique spans
centuries so I can’t put a finger on it but it’s just essential to draw from lots
of different influences.
(Transcript 6)

Although comfortable engaging with museum collections there is, nevertheless, a sense of disappointment and frustration that museum staff don’t
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seem to offer more individual support to students together with a general
sense of uncertainty about the permissions and the timeframes involved in
accessing material stored in archives.
Interviewer: What would you like to see?
The access made easier. I have been trying to access historical embroidery
for my work and things like that and it’s just so incredibly hard and such a
lengthy process to make an appointment, it’s not very easy to go up there
often, not that I am criticising, but I think it has a knock on affect on all of us
[…]. And to teach you – in the first and second year – to maybe equip you with
the skills – so you know how the museum works and you know your rights as
a student, what you can use and what you can’t use. The limitations of what
you can do there if they were made clearer in the first and second year so that
it’s a resource. It’s so useful but none of use it to its full extent.
(Transcript 6)

Students at this level do not necessarily focus on particular objects or phenomena in museum collections; rather they seem to be interested in how
these facts might contribute to the development of ideas or processes discovered in the flows or spaces between things gathered from museums and
things gathered from elsewhere. They are interested in what emerges in the
relationships between things; in the thoughts and connections provoked
rather than simply in the objects or phenomena themselves.
You can draw something from something that you don’t realize that I am
going to take something from so I might not go with any preconceptions with
what I might look for to be honest. That sounds a bit vague but you can often
take something from what you might think is the complete end of the spectrum but you realize that it relates. I think I would just look for things that
interest me, maybe films.
(Transcript 2)

‘Well it’s just one of those things – it stirs something in your mind – it might be
something you saw in a book ages ago and you go and track down a book’.
(Transcript 16)

With this in mind they scan collections with a sense of purpose, eliminating all that appears marginal to their aspiration, with a view to using their
discoveries to weave a tighter web for their Design work. ‘You automatically eliminate things as you go along. I wouldn’t say that it’s a conscious
process it’s just something that evolves’ (Transcript 6). They understand
the advantages of using drawing as a tool for recording things.
There is something lost if you take a photograph, but if you quickly sketch it
down – you have the reference then and there you don’t need to go and look it
up-print a perfect example off the internet. I would quite like to do more of that.
(Transcript 5)

The desire to get the balance right between thinking and doing, so that conceptual, imaginative and practical tools are used in a totally integrated, but
Sources of inspiration
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also skilful way, is characteristic of this level. In this way students remain
open and responsive to the insights offered through different aspects of
their learning, enabling them to weave discoveries into their design work.
Working between the objectives they set and the discoveries they make,
they seem more confident in their ability to develop their design work.
At this level there is an appreciable difference in how students work:
they take responsibility for their own learning and embed reflective practice
into all aspects of their learning. This seems to sharpen the vision they have
for their design work and their ability to make decisions and choices in relation to this.

Level 4
Student’s ambition for their design work stems from a desire to make work
that is personally meaningful, but also relevant to debates and dialogues
within design. Through the personal they aim to arrive at something more
objective and general.
Before I was looking and putting it through my own filter – putting it into
the picture we all have in our minds – I was seeing, but now it’s more about
understanding what I am seeing – why? All of that, the age old question.
(Transcript 1)

Actively seeking out collections that they regard as important to their design
work, these students work regularly with nearby museums and are also prepared to visit collections which are further afield.
I went up to Barnsden to see the national collection of figurines up there.
They have been quite important in my work so that is something that I do
look at [...]. I am interested in assemblage and the stepping out of the two
dimensional space into three dimensions. I have sort of been following that
throughout history so I guess that’s why the Baroque period is so important
to me – because that’s a stepping out as well – things bursting into life.
(Transcript 1)

Belief in the museum collections’ ability to inspire and provoke thought is
central to students’ experience at this level. Consequently these students view
the phenomena they encounter as inspirational rather than simply relevant.
I am drawing a lot of seated figures. It’s because its hierarchical it’s a heighten
figure – there is a reason why I am attracted to that, because it keeps coming
up and now that I have done the reading I understand what that is. It was
almost like a religious experience. I was blown away seeing all these paintings, Goya the black period – wow. The Sleep of Reason, when I see excellence it makes me just want to go away and make something – you just try
and aspire to what these people have captured. It’s just trying to capture that
thing – isn’t it?
(Transcript 1)

Emotionally these students have a connection to museums which means
that they feel totally comfortable working in them: ‘I find solace in museums;
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they are like a second home to me. I have favourites- the V&A, the British
Museum, the National places. They are the places that I hung about in from
an early age’ (Transcript 1).
However whilst they are confident in their engagement with museums,
they express disappointment at the lack of formal links between HE and
museums which they argue would be helpful to design students: ‘I thought
there would be a link between the Royal College of Art and the V&A. I
thought that there would be’ (Transcript 1).
Drawing is also used as a tool for coming to understand the complexities of the things that they view in museums.
If you draw it goes into the long term memory. I take a photograph if it’s
something I just want to get. If I want to understand it I draw it. When you
take a photograph it’s just quick reference, if you don’t draw it you can’t
see it three dimensionally. If you look at something two dimensionally you
never have to understand what’s behind it – so that’s why you have to
draw it.
(Transcript 1)

Here students use the collections in a strategic and flexible way. They vary
what they focus on depending on their purpose for their design work. They
use them to help them solve particular design problems, as examples of
excellence or to view pieces that are made of certain materials or have been
through particular processes. They seem to return to a more in-detail examination of the internal structures of museum objects, analysing individual
elements to help them solve particular problems in their design work. These
students also demonstrate awareness in their design process of the need to
finish and present work and use the collections to help address these
issues.
It depends on the mission for that day. If you are lost in your work sometimes you just go and look and those things speak to you. And other time
when perhaps – one time I went off to the British Museum because I needed
a structure to contain things in – to contain the things I was making so I
went and looked at African sculpture because some of those things are quite
complex in the way they are fitted together and then I went up to the print
room and looked at some of the drawings up there to see how people had
put things together – I’ll deliberately go and look at things like that. Or if I go
to the National Gallery I’ll go to the Sainsbury’s wing because that’s the time
when it’s of excellence – you know that those things are thought about and
put together in a certain way – the composition is strong – so I’ll go there for
that. It’s incredibly important to see these things in the flesh rather than look
in books – when you see something like that it can really captivate you and
take you somewhere else in your work – bring you to life.
(Transcript 1)

This dexterity in the way that they use museum collections rests on a foundation in which students use their practical, conceptual and imaginative
strategies in a balanced, skilful and unconscious way. The transformation
in the way that these students learn from the collections is connected to an
Sources of inspiration
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in-depth and continuous investigation of their own motivations and intentions for their design work through extensive use of reflective practice:
Reflection comes at different stages, in the making it has to be quite quick.
And there are moments when I am reflective so it could be one or the other – I
am caught between the two at the moment. Maybe I have two strains of work
where one piece is more considered where I have resolved and others are just
getting that emotion out. And then perhaps afterwards I can reflect on that
piece and take it somewhere else. Most pieces are points along a journey and
then an end piece that is more considered.
(Transcript 1)

Discussion
Supportive in its outcomes of the thesis first argued by Marton and Saljo
(1976) that students learn in qualitatively different ways, this research suggests that these principles are transferable to the experience of practicebased design students generally and in relation to how they learn from
museums.
In this study the differences in approaches are viewed firstly as a consequence of how the personal aspiration a student has for their design work
meets their perception of the relevance of museum collections to those
inquiries and the strategies they deploy in the design process. Arguing that
these strands of a students’ understanding are intertwined, so that as students’ awareness increases in one aspect, changes are brought about in the
others, which affects how they learn from museum collections and other
sources of inspiration.
Crucial to the development of students’ aspiration for their design work is
their awareness of the motivations, beliefs and interests shaping their design
work. Processes of self-reflection and review are important, because they
bring students’ motivations and interests into view and encourage them to
question and refine their aspirations and the decisions and choices made in
relation to them. Motivating students by encouraging them to pursue lines of
inquiry that are personally meaningful and relevant to them appears to be
helpful to their engagement with museum collections. The vision or ambition
they have for their design work influences the judgements they make about
the relevance of museum collections to their design work.
Placing students’ awareness of their own motivations and interests at
the heart of the way students’ learn is not new. In an interview with Pam
Crosby (2006), Marcia Baxter Magolda argues that developing a student’s
capacity for self-authorship, which she defines as ‘internal capacity to
choose one’s beliefs, values, identity and relationships’ (Crosby 2006)
should be the most important mission of higher education. It has already
been noted, earlier in this paper, that Davies (2006) made a link between
students’ perception of design as something through which they could
offer personal interpretations and more meaningful approaches to learning.
This is significant because as Prosser and Trigwell (1999: 5) remind us,
students conception of learning affects their overall approach to their
studies, meaning that students who see learning as the abstraction of
meaning, or as an interpretative exercise, are more likely to adopt a deeper
approach to their studies. In this research, these factors are shown to
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shape not just how students view design but also the manner of their
engagement with museum collections and other sources of inspiration.
For many students, the frame of reference which they regard as important is shown to be rooted in the contemporary and the vocational, rather
than broader theoretical, historical and cultural debates. But, those students who immerse themselves in broader contextual debates are also
more likely to view museum collections as important. Principally this seems
to be because this contextual knowledge gives students a greater depth and
variety of ways in which they relate to museum objects or phenomena.
Finding a way to make a personal connection between the collections
and their own design work is pivotal to improving students’ engagement
with museums, because unless students understand how museum collections relate to their own work they often fail to be motivated or inspired by
them. The challenge for HE and museums may be to demonstrate how
and why these sources are relevant to contemporary design practice, by
signposting students to the relevance of museum collections to contemporary design practice. Central to this is helping students to understand
the relevance of ideas presented in theoretical, historical and cultural
debates to their interests and vocational ambitions within contemporary
design. It also involves helping them find personal connections between
their own design work, broader contextual debates and the collections.
Recently there has been much discussion about the nature of the inquiry
process in design with an emerging consensus that making these processes more explicit may be helpful to students. (Dallow 2003; Biggs and
Buchler 2008).The accounts of the student experience discussed here show
that students focus on different aspects of this process generally and during their engagement with museum collections. Whilst some students used
the collections solely for what they might provide in terms of initial inspiration, others were informed by a deeper understanding of the design process, and used the collections for a greater variety of purposes. Significantly
this means that students with deeper approaches have a greater range or
choice in the way that they engage with the collections and other sources of
inspiration. The suggestion is that this increased range in their use of the
collections comes in part from their perception of the relevance of museum
collections to their design work, but also from their approach to the inquiry
process in design. Students who use conceptual, practical and imaginative
strategies in a balanced, flexible and integrated way and understand the
need to make decisions and choices about how to progress initial ideas
into finished pieces use the collections for a greater variety of purposes.
Some students describe feelings of loss for embryonic ideas they abandon
in order to progress a particular line of inquiry and understanding the subjective experience of the design process may also be important to helping
students improve their approaches. Supporting students with these aspects
of their learning may help encourage them to access the collections to support different stages of these processes.

Conclusion
Many students lack confidence and skills in their engagement with museum
collections. Helping them to identify the things that motivate them in their
design work and indicating to students how the collections might be used
Sources of inspiration
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to support these interests may improve students’ motivation to access
museum collections. Similarly, making the experiences and stages within
the design process visible to students and improving skills such as drawing
may increase the range of ways in which students use the collections and
may also help to improve confidence.
HE and museums will need to work together to ensure that design students get the best out of this important resource. This might require joint
ventures to find way to improve students’ confidence and skills for working
with the collections and pointing out the relevance of these sources to contemporary design. It also means considering how the adjustments requested
by some students, such as opportunities to draw without the public present
or support for personal projects, might be accommodated.
Museum collections can be a powerful ally to the designer, student or
professional. It is a resource that predates and postdates the years in
HE, but these years are important for equipping students with the skills
to enable them to use museums in a way that will sustain them throughout their professional lives. The museum collections at the V&A, arguably
the most important museum for designers in Britain, were set up for the
purpose of providing an educational resource for designers so that they
might be inspired to design beautiful and useful things. Today this
responsibility is still important to the purpose of the V&A. Museums and
HE must work together to ensure that the shape of their offer to design
students does all it can to contribute to the process of inspiring student
designers.
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