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 Abstract 

This case study explicates the knowledge-knower structures that are valued in the 

assessment of Graphic Design (GD) practical work in a multi-campus Private Higher 

Education (PHE) context. Assessment, which provides the measure for student success 

and progression, plays a significant role in Higher Education (HE). It is acknowledged 

that, in addition to increased pressure on educators to deliver high pass and throughput 

rates, there is often scrutiny of their assessment practice to ensure that it is fair, reliable, 

valid and transparent. The aspects of reliability and validity are particularly significant in 

for-profit private higher education institutions, where a strong focus on efficiency may 

result in added scrutiny of assessment practices. Although the assessment of GD 

practical work exemplifies these pressures and objectives, its characteristics and 

practices set it apart from many of the more standard forms of assessment found in HE. 

Not only is GD practical work predominantly visual rather than text-based, but complex 

achievements and tacit knowledge are assessed. This form of assessment traditionally 

relies on panel or group marking by connoisseurs who consider what is commonly 

termed ‘person’, ‘process’ and ‘product’ when making value judgements. Therefore, in 

GD assessment knowledge, the design product, the graphic designer and what the 

graphic designer does may all be valued. GD assessment, where outcomes are not 

easily stated, relies on the tacit expertise of assessors and can often be perceived to be 

subjective and unreliable. It therefore sits uncomfortably with results-driven HE and 

institutional priorities. 

In light of this context and the complex and social nature of GD assessment, a critical 

realist approach provided the guiding metatheory for this case study. Critical realism 

considers the unseen but real mechanisms that exist and interact within a context to 

create a phenomenon such as an assessment practice. In this case study the 

knowledge-structuring theories of Basil Bernstein and Karl Maton were used to uncover 

these mechanisms. Bernstein and Maton propose that new knowledge, the curriculum 

and pedagogy, which includes assessment, communicate the valued disciplinary 

knowledge and who controls these communications.  
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For this study the institutional documents and voices of assessors provided insight into 

the GD assessment practice; data was generated through a lecturer survey, the study 

guides and assessor conversations at both the formative and summative assessment 

stages. Given the significance of both knowledge and expertise in GD, Specialisation, 

one of the Legitimation Code Theory (LCT) dimensions, provided the conceptual tool 

whereby the generated data were analysed and categorised, and the underlying valued 

knowledge-knower structures, or specialisation codes, were identified.  

The identified specialisation codes revealed a number of code clashes, matches and 

shifts, which highlighted instances of mixed or conflicting communication regarding what 

was valued and used in GD assessment. These clashes, matches and shifts have 

significant implications for curriculum design, pedagogy and assessment. As a result the 

findings may have relevance for students, lecturers and assessors who work in practice-

based fields which require the assessment of complex achievements and rely on a 

specialised gaze to judge standards.  

Informed by the findings of this study, I argue that there is a fundamental conflict 

between what is valued within the broader national South African Higher Education 

system and Private Higher Education institutional context, and the nature of GD 

assessment. The broader structures, guided by a techno-rationalist approach to 

assessment and the pressures of massification, success, compliance and institutional 

efficiencies, value explicitly-stated outcomes and criteria, propositional knowledge and a 

positivist ideal of one correct mark for any one assessment, while the GD assessment 

practice values the more social and tacit elements of procedural knowledge and a 

specialist knower as evidenced in a largely tacit GD gaze that assessors possess and 

students aim to develop. The uncovering of the knowledge-knower structures used in 

GD assessment has the potential to make the assessed gaze more explicit to lecturers, 

assessors and ultimately to students. My findings offer a deeper understanding of the 

assessment of knower code disciplines which require a specialist gaze for the 

judgement of student work, and the pressures experienced in this type of assessment in 

a HE context.   
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

The research documented in this dissertation emerged from my experience as an 

academic and academic manager, and my personal preoccupation with assessment. 

This preoccupation arose from the challenge of attempting to ensure equivalence of 

standards for a Graphic Design (GD) degree offered on multiple campuses. The 

research was therefore positioned within the context of a Bachelor of Arts (BA) Graphic 

Design degree offered on multiple Private Institution South Africa (PISA)1 campuses, 

spread across South Africa. As a Private Higher Education (PHE) for-profit institution 

(see 2.1.1)2, PISA was part of the small, but growing, PHE sector.  

The GD programme and ensuring equivalent standards, specifically for the practical 

studio-based modules, became one of the more challenging aspects of my work (4.1.3). 

I found that, as a creative arts educator with more than thirty years’ experience and 

seven years’ experience as Dean of faculty, I was at the nexus between embracing GD 

assessment as a familiar, somewhat mysterious and idiosyncratic practice and having 

to respond to the upheavals that its idiosyncratic nature caused within a demanding 

institutional structure. The upheavals mainly arose when the marks, also referred to as 

grades, awarded at the summative assessment stage were challenged and disputed. 

These challenges were more keenly experienced within the current HE performance-

driven strategies (Council on Higher Education [CHE], 2010) of commercialisation, 

regulation, accountability, quality assurance and pressure to deliver high quality, cost-

effective education to a growing student body (2.1).  

1.1 Context 

Working within an Outcomes Based Education (OBE) philosophy (2.1.3), the curriculum 

and assessments at PISA were centrally designed and then distributed to the remote 

campuses. GD lecturers on the coordinating campus designed the curriculum and 

                                            
1 Private Institution South Africa (PISA) is a pseudonym. 
2 Links to chapters, numbered sections, tables and figures are indicated in brackets. Links to more 
specific sections are indicated as page numbers. 
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courseware, the latter consisting of study guides, module outlines, assessments, 

marking criteria and marking guides (termed ‘rubrics’ in this institutional context). These 

documents were circulated to the lecturers and students on all campuses offering the 

degree. The design of the curriculum and courseware was guided by an OBE approach, 

which is commonly used in ‘Western’3 design education (Davies, 2000; Ehmann, 2005; 

Ellmers, Foley, & Bennett, 2008). At PISA, the content, learning outcomes and marking 

criteria were aligned, while the in-class and studio teaching were left open to the 

individual lecturer’s interpretation. Within an OBE approach, the assessment principles 

of fairness, transparency, reliability and validity become noteworthy objectives (Elton 

and Johnston, 2002; Johnston, 2004, Yorke, 2011). According to the South African 

Qualifications Authority (SAQA), fairness ensures that “assessment should not in any 

way hinder or advantage a learner” (SAQA, 2001, p. 16). Transparency relates to the 

clarity and explicitness of outcomes and assessment criteria in order for them to be 

understood by a range of stakeholders. Reliability assumes “the same judgements 

being made in the same, or similar, contexts each time a particular assessment for 

specified stated intentions is administered” (SAQA, 2004, p. 73). In addition it is 

reflected in inter-assessor reliability, where different assessors make consistent 

judgements for the same student work (Morgan, 2011). Validity aims at “measuring 

what it says it is measuring, be it knowledge, understanding, subject content, skill, 

information, behaviours, etc.” (SAQA, 2004, p. 73). This approach, informed by a 

positivist perspective of assessment, assumes that knowledgeable and well-trained 

assessors, using explicit, clear, aligned learning outcomes and marking criteria, should 

arrive at the same value judgement for any one piece of evidence at any point in time. 

Yet it has been acknowledged that relying on criterion-referenced assessment does not 

always ensure reliability (Cannatella, 2001; Shay, 2008a).  

In my experience as an educator in creative art and design, marks awarded to students 

in GD and other creative subjects may vary between individual assessors and at the 

                                            
3 As with many colonised countries, Western art and design traditions and education systems informed 
the GD education practices discussed in this study. More recently South African design educators have 
addressed some of the tensions between this Eurocentric approach used in design education and the 
South African HE context (Cadle, 2009; Carey, 2006). 
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different stages of assessment (2.1.4), for instance between the formative and 

summative stages. A common practice in art and design education requires students to 

work on and submit a number of practical projects, called briefs, during the year. The 

design brief, or assessment task, takes the form of a written outline describing the 

design problem to be solved (Oak, 2000). Briefs may contain explicit objectives, a 

context and technical requirements, or may be intentionally ambiguous and open-

ended. On the PISA campuses, after submission, the work produced for the brief was 

marked and feedback provided. At the end of the year students submitted the same 

work, or improved versions of the same work, in portfolio form for summative 

assessment. The briefs could therefore be considered a combination of both formative 

and summative assessment, which is common practice in art and design (B. Jackson, 

1995). In this study the briefs are categorised as formative and the portfolio as 

summative assessments. 

At both the formative and summative stages of assessment, the student work may have 

been marked by a panel of assessors and moderators, rather than by individual 

assessors (2.2.4). As the same student work was often presented at both formative and 

summative assessment stages, but marked by different people, shifts between the 

marks awarded at these two stages could be extremely confusing for students and other 

stakeholders. In my experience as Dean, if the final summative mark awarded was 

lower than the student’s formative average for the briefs, this was particularly confusing 

and difficult to justify. In spite of implementing various changes to the assessment 

process, this phenomenon had occurred on at least one PISA campus each year, over 

a period of seven years, affecting a small number of students. In the case of a dispute 

of this type, I would be called on to explain to stakeholders why and how this shift in the 

marks had occurred. These mark variances were often perceived, by myself and others, 

to indicate that either the formative, or summative mark awarded was inaccurate. 

The phenomenon of shifting marks in the assessment of creative art and design is not 

unique to the PISA context, as I had experienced similar events at other institutions 

where I had worked as an educator in different creative fields. In addition, Morgan 
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(2011) mentions a formal inquiry that was conducted at Newcastle University in 

Australia where students queried the results awarded in a design studio architecture 

course. In the record of this inquiry, Cowdroy and Williams (2006, 2008) emphasise the 

complexity and difficulty of making value judgements in design, as it differs in a number 

of ways from the more standard forms of assessment (2.2). The difficulties of 

establishing a language to describe assessment criteria and the related student learning 

in art and design are further explored by Harland and Sawdon (2011). Issues of 

transparency, reliability and fairness are therefore not unique to the GD assessment 

practice that I describe in this case study, and these challenges are acknowledged by 

others.  

Those who decree, design, implement, and participate in assessment 
systems that are based on notions of validity, fairness and reliability, and 
which also allow rights of appeal and possible litigation, are unlikely to find a 
return to a system based on expert peer review acceptable. What is required 
is an assessment process that both values and recognises creativity, and 
meets the requirements of the quality and standards frameworks. (Kleiman, 
2005, p. 16) 

Queries and conflicts regarding marks and mark variances were therefore key 

motivators for me to embark on this study. With a background in photography and many 

years spent in art and design education at a number of institutions, I was very familiar 

with the existing traditions and culture of art and design assessment. However, I felt that 

in order to respond to these queries and challenges, and possibly naively, to arrive at a 

solution, I needed to better understand the complexity of the phenomenon of GD 

assessment. The focus of my study, therefore, became one of identifying and explaining 

the underlying structures that make GD assessment practice what it is. 

1.2 Knowledge and assessment 

Existing research addressing GD assessment is limited (Ehmann, 2005; Hounsell et al., 

2007) and is often concerned with the feedback component of formative assessment. 

More recently, knowledge theories and knowledge-knower theories (3.1 and 3.4) have 

been used to uncover the disciplinary knowledge valued in various fields of design 

(Carvalho, Dong, & Maton, 2009; Carvalho, 2010; Steyn, 2012; Shay & Steyn, 2016) 
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and GD curricula (Clarence-Fincham & Naidoo, 2013). While some educators aim to 

make disciplinary knowledge, as found in the curriculum, accessible4 to students, it may 

be equally important to reveal the knowledge that is valued and used during 

assessment (Shalem & Slonimsky, 2010). Assessment as an element of curriculum 

discourse (3.3.2) plays a role in communicating what is valued within a discipline, 

enabling assessors and students to recognise valued disciplinary knowledge, which is 

vital to their participation in assessment.  

In order to provide an understanding of the assessment practice described in this study, 

it was necessary for me to consider the practice through a theoretical lens that offered 

an alternate, sharper and more detailed view than my own subjective observations and 

experiences. The choice of theories was guided by the critical realist metatheory (3.1 

and 4.1), chosen as this informed all stages of my research. Critical realism considers 

reality to exist independently of our knowledge of it, and that our understanding of the 

world is socially produced and therefore fallible (Danermark, Ekstrom, Jackobsen, & 

Karlsson, 2002). This approach allowed me to consider knowledge as an object of 

empirical study, while valuing the perspectives that my own experience and that of 

individual assessors, who were part of the practice, brought to the process. The choice 

of critical realism and the substantive theories used, as opposed to other possible 

perspectives, is discussed in more detail in section 3.1. 

The knowledge theories of Bernstein (1971, 1986, 1996, 1999) and explanatory 

framework of Maton (2000a, 2004, 2007, 2014b) provided the substantive theories used 

in this case study. Although Bernstein’s knowledge structures suggested an underlying 

framework, these proved to have limited application in this case study (3.4 and 4.1.6.2), 

where the focus was on the assessment of creative work, which resulted from the 

design students’ practice.  

One of Maton’s (2014b) key propositions is that both specialist knowledge, and a 

specialist knower with certain attributes, are valued in all disciplines, therefore a 

                                            
4 This can be referred to as epistemological access (Morrow, 2007). 
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discipline can be analysed and represented in terms of knowledge-knower structures 

(3.4). The Legitimation Code Theory (LCT) dimension of specialisation provided the 

conceptual tool (Maton, 2014b) which I used to establish a language of description and 

to analyse the data (4.1.6). This offered me insights into the underlying knowledge-

knower structures as found in the GD assessment practice (6.3) without having to, for 

instance, separate theory from practice (p.155). The language of description used 

(4.1.6.1) connected the discourses relating to practice-based knowledge and expertise 

in design to the knowledge-structuring theories (3.3 and 3.4) and to the data. The study 

guides issued at PISA and observations of individual and panel formative and 

summative marking sessions on various campuses were used to generate the data 

(4.1.5). Applying the knowledge-knower theory to data generated from both texts and 

observation sessions provided me with multiple perspectives and access to a deeper 

level of the GD assessment practice and the complex ‘knowledges’5 valued in GD. My 

interpretation and analysis of the data therefore led to a deeper understanding of the 

assessment practice and why reliability could be problematic in this field. 

1.3 Research question 

In order to better understand what makes GD assessment practice what it is, my 

research was directed by the following question: 

 What underlying knowledge-knower structures are revealed by the assessment 

criteria used when judging graphic design practical work within a multi-campus 

private higher education context? 

This question is supported by five sub-questions: 

 What characterises graphic design assessment? 

 How does the discipline of graphic design describe knowledge and the knower? 

 What knowledge-knower structures are espoused in the evaluative criteria as 

                                            
5 I use the word ‘knowledges’ to encompass the various types of knowledge used within a practice such 
as graphic design. See Niedderer (2007, 2008, 2013) for further discussion on the challenges of defining 
knowledge in craft and design. 
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they appear in the institutional documents? 

 What knowledge-knower structures are used as explicit evaluative criteria by 

individual assessors at the formative and summative assessment stages? 

 What knowledge-knower structures are used as tacit evaluative criteria by 

individual assessors at the formative and summative assessment stages? 

1.4 Objectives 

The prime objective of this research was to arrive at a better understanding of GD 

assessment. This better understanding would inform possible improvements to 

existing assessment practices, curriculum design and pedagogy at PISA and beyond 

the institution. A second objective was to uncover both the explicit and deeper, tacit 

criteria used by assessors who evaluate complex achievements, thereby making the 

underlying knowledge-knower structures identifiable, and open to analysis and 

interpretation. This could ultimately not only benefit design educators, but could assist 

them in making what is valued within the discipline more transparent to students. A 

third objective was to use LCT(Specialisation) to identify if there were code clashes, 

matches and shifts in the knowledge-knower structures as described and used as 

criteria at the various assessment stages and to consider the significance of these for 

design education. These findings were used to identify the disjunctures between the 

underlying structures uncovered at the formative and summative assessment stages, 

between the espoused and enacted assessment, and differences between campuses. 

1.5 Significance 

This research contributes to an understanding of design knowledges, design 

education and design assessment. As indicated previously (1.2), there is little 

research that addresses assessment in GD and even less that considers what 

assessors value when marking GD practical work. There is, as Morgan states, “a clear 

need for empirical research that examines the assessment of creative works in 

universities” (2011, p. 7). Through this research and its findings, the discourse and 

understanding of assessment in the creative arts and design is further developed. As 

knowledge is central to curriculum design, pedagogy and assessment, bringing to light 
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the underlying knowledge-knower structures that are espoused and enacted in 

assessment, and how these might compare to disciplinary knowledge structures, 

provides useful insights which might inform practices not only within the case study, 

but in the broader design education community. 

As discussed in section 1.2 providing access to the knowledge valued in a curriculum 

and assessment is a vital part of supporting students to gain epistemic access 

(Shalem & Slonimsky, 2010; Luckett & Hunma, 2013; Muller, 2014). The findings of 

this study, by revealing more clearly which knowledge-knower structures are valued 

(Chapter 6), makes the achievements valued in the field of GD more transparent to 

the course and assessment designers, lecturers and assessors. The results of this 

understanding may also benefit students and other stakeholders. The study illustrates 

and clarifies the rules that govern access to this field of study, as well as how success 

which is necessary for progression6 and graduation is defined. The study and findings 

could extend to inform HE policy regarding the assessment of disciplines that have a 

strong emphasis on practice. 

GD is a field where complex achievements (2.2.1) are assessed. This type of 

achievement is most often referred to in relation to professional competencies 

required, such as in the practice-based fields of counselling, medicine and education 

(Knight & Yorke, 2005, p. 6). Issues regarding the assessment of complex 

achievements have been explored by Knight and Yorke (2003) as well as by Shay 

(2005), who describes the challenges of judging complex achievements as evidenced 

in final-year engineering projects. My research therefore contributes to a growing body 

of knowledge on the assessment of complex achievements and the use of tacit criteria 

(2.2.2) in assessment, and this is relevant to a number of different fields.  

The use of the conceptual tool of LCT(Specialisation) in this study advances the 

development of the theory (7.1). In describing how this theory was linked to the 

language of description and to the analysis of the data, I have attempted to make my 

                                            
6Progression is when a student advances from one level of a programme to the next. 
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process visible and open to scrutiny. In addition, the study substantiates how 

LCT(Specialisation) (p.79) can be used for a fine-grained analysis of assessment 

criteria in practice-based fields that require complex achievements, thereby 

contributing to the development of the theory and its application. 

1.6 Outline of chapters 

Following Chapter 1, in which I have presented an overview, the objectives and the 

significance of this study, this dissertation is divided into six further chapters. In 

Chapter 2, I explore the broad contextual background of the case study, focussing on 

the structures that influence and create pressure on the GD assessment practice at 

PISA. These include the various governmental policies and regulations that impact on 

the for-profit PHE institution and the resulting emphasis on assessment as a measure 

of success and performance. The specific multi-campus context is compared to HE 

institutions with similar structures. Using these examples, I establish the implications 

such structures have for assessment. Furthermore, the uneasy relationship between 

OBE, which includes criterion references assessment, and assessment in the creative 

arts and design is explored. By proposing that GD assessment has a number of 

unique characteristics, I argue that these characteristics make it unusual when 

compared to more traditional forms of assessment7. The nature and culture of GD 

assessment therefore contribute to the difficulty of aligning the GD assessment 

practices with the regulatory requirements, policy guided pre-determined assessment 

criteria, the institution’s for-profit objectives and their application in the multi-campus 

structure. 

Chapter 3 addresses the conceptual framework as well as the substantive theories 

used. I establish the key concepts of the critical realist metatheory, in order to make 

                                            
7 As pointed out by one of my external examiners, the use of the term ‘traditional assessment 
approaches’ may imply a generalization and othering of assessment practices used in non-design 
disciplines. I acknowledge that a definition of traditional forms of assessment is challenged by changes in 
education and assessment. Assessment in many disciplines has changed and evolved to incorporate a 
range of innovative practices. This is illustrated in a study of innovative assessment across a number of 
disciplines by Hounsell et al. (2007). I acknowledge the diversity of approaches to assessment that occur, 
but have focused on the characteristics of design assessment and its practices for this study. 
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clear the ontological and epistemological basis that guides this study. Bernstein’s 

(1971, 1986, 1996, 1999) knowledge-structuring theories provide the foundation for 

considering disciplinary knowledge at three stages: when the valued knowledge is 

distributed, when certain knowledge is selected for use in education and when it is 

used in the classroom and in assessment. A more detailed discussion of the 

conceptual tool of LCT(Specialisation) (Maton, 2010b, 2014b) establishes how the 

concepts of knowledge and knower are used to analyse what is valued in a discipline. 

Chapter 4, the research design chapter, describes the research map and journey that I 

have taken in this critical realist case study. I address the case study method and how 

methodological, explanatory and ethical issues were considered and dealt with. These 

included the ethical challenges that were faced, such as the sensitivity of doing 

research on assessment, and my roles and perceptions as both an insider, outsider 

and an academic manager. In addition, the approach to and challenges of generating 

and analysing data in a practice-based context are discussed. This includes the 

strategies I used to establish and apply a language of description that aligned the 

LCT(Specialisation) analytical tool with the data generated and that could be used for 

the analysis of the data.  

In Chapter 5, I present the debates regarding the production of new knowledge in the 

field of GD. I propose that GD education be considered a ‘region’, as defined by 

Bernstein (1986), which is influenced by technology, industry and practice, and draws 

on knowledge from a number of other disciplines. How the various types of 

knowledges might be used in the curriculum and assessment are explored, in 

particular the generation of new knowledge through practice-based research.  

In Chapter 6, the analysis of the empirical data and key findings of the case study are 

presented. I firstly relate the context discussed in Chapter 2 to the analysed data. The 

contextual elements are identified, based on their influence and impact on the 

assessment practice at PISA and the valued knowledge-knower structures. Secondly, 

the key findings are described as knowledge-knower structures and then as code 

clashes, matches and shifts. The findings highlight where codes align or differ 
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between modules, at the formative and summative stages, on different campuses and 

between the various levels of modules. I identify the potential impact that the code 

clashes, matches and shifts might have on assessment. Finally, the absence of 

sustainable design, a trend identified in Chapter 5, is described and I offer a possible 

explanation for this absence. 

Chapter 7 concludes the dissertation with a synthesis of the findings in relation to the 

research question and sub-questions. This includes outlining the advancement of the 

LCT(Specialisation) theory and how this contributes to the broader discourse and 

analysis of knowledge-knower structures in practice-based fields. I discuss the 

possible implications of the findings for the institution, the assessors and the students, 

as well as for myself as Dean, researcher and individual. In addition, I consider how 

the study and findings might contribute to the understanding of the assessment of 

knower codes and to the broader field of design education. The potential for the 

research to transform future curricula and assessment design is explored, as well as 

establishing how the findings may inform the broader knowledge-knower and 

assessment discourses. The limitations of the study are described and 

recommendations for further research are offered. 
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Chapter 2 Contextual background 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the broader social context in which this case 

study of GD assessment was positioned. In the study, I identify the criteria used by 

assessors in the judgement of graphic design practical work and explore the 

knowledges valued8 and used in this form of assessment. Assessors do not practise in 

a vacuum. In a HE context, they interact with a number of broader social structures as 

well as discipline-specific cultures and their related discourses. When explaining the 

phenomena that occur in teaching and assessment, it is critical to focus on “individual’s 

intentions and on the ways in which these intentions are structured by institutions and 

wider social structures” (Ashwin, 2008, p. 152). A practice in which people are involved 

therefore cannot be separated from the social context in which it takes place. In this 

case study, the social structures included the national and institutional objectives, HE 

frameworks and regulations of GD assessment. Culture may be reflected in the 

institutional culture as well as the assessors’ “theories, beliefs, values, arguments” (M. 

Archer, 1998, p. 506). 

In section 1.1, I indicated that this study is underpinned by a critical realist metatheory, 

which informs all stages of the research. In taking a critical realist approach (3.1), I 

consider that assessors, as agents, act and interact within social and cultural contexts 

and, as individuals or groups, may reproduce or transform structures (Danermark et al., 

2002). The assessors, and myself as an academic manager, were agents who were 

part of the assessment practice and had the potential power to influence and change 

the practice. We were nonetheless influenced by the larger education system and the 

disciplinary culture, as these created the parameters and conditions in which GD 

curricula and assessments were designed, in which assessment took place, and in 

which the broader expectations regarding assessment were established. Although the 

focus of my research was on assessment practice, this contextualisation is included in 

order to illustrate how the concepts, characteristics and values of GD assessment are 

                                            
8 The use of knowledges is used deliberately to describe what is expected of students in their practical 
work, as this work may evidence different forms and types of knowledge (2.2.2). 
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shaped by other discourses. I concur with those who argue that “the social, cultural, and 

material contexts within which practice occurs may invite or reject innovation, 

complement or inhibit the activities required for success, and sustain or alter adherence 

to entrenched practices” (Kontos & Poland, 2009, p. 1).  

2.1 Private higher education and policy 

What follows is a brief history of PHE in South Africa, in which I focus on how it has 

been influenced by the South African post-apartheid government’s Higher Education 

(HE) objectives and policies. In addition, I describe the specific PHE institution of the 

case study. That PISA is a for-profit institution, operating on multiple campuses, has a 

number of implications for this case study.  

PHE is an integral part of the rapidly-changing and fluid international HE system. This 

system may be influenced by economics, politics, ideology, technology, policies, the 

knowledge economy, competition, markets and globalisation. Within a ‘supercomplex’ 

world, HE and its roles become difficult to define (R. Barnett, 2000, 2004). In South 

Africa, HE is comprised of public institutions, which are funded by the government, and 

private institutions, which receive no government funding. PHE institutions may be not-

for-profit, or for-profit, but do not receive financial support from the government and are 

largely supported by student fees. The public institutions dominate the HE landscape 

with regards to student numbers, even though in 2012 there were 115 registered private 

institutions (CHE, 2012) and in 2015 there were 26 public institutions (Businesstech, 

2015). 

All institutions in South Africa wishing to offer recognised HE qualifications are regulated 

by government-appointed bodies and must operate within certain policies and 

frameworks. These policies and frameworks reflect certain national objectives.  

Since the transition to democracy in 1994, higher education in South Africa—
like other sectors—has been subject to a series of policy papers and bills 
which seek to reconstruct the field in various ways. A central ambition of the 
policies has been to enhance levels of state control over the higher education 
system so as to steer the system more effectively towards the goals of 
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economic development, social reconstruction and equity. (Moore, 2003, p. 
304) 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, South Africa was part of a global trend that saw rapid 

growth in PHE, especially of the for-profit institutions such as PISA. From its initial 

establishment in 1989 under a different name, the evolution of PISA within the South 

African HE environment followed a path influenced by both global and local 

developments and external and internal pressures.  

The international growth in PHE has been attributed in part to the massification of 

education, where larger numbers of students seek access to HE and public institutions 

often cannot meet this demand (Fehnel, 2002; Froneman, 2002; Altbach, Reisberg, & 

Rumbley, 2009; Case, 2013). It is estimated that public institutions in South Africa can 

only accommodate close to 1 million students (Businesstech, 2015). Many PHE 

institutions were established to accommodate the overflow of students who could not 

find place in public institutions. However, in South Africa massification did not take place 

as rapidly as in other countries (CHE, 2009). Yet students chose to move to PHE for a 

variety of other reasons (Mabizela, 2007). These include that PHE provided access to 

students who could not gain entrance to public universities because of poor Matric9 

results (Sehoole, 2004; Kruss & Kraak, 2005). PHE could develop and offer niche 

programmes that met the changing needs of students and industry. The private 

institutions were more market orientated and could quickly adapt and cater to the needs 

of students, parents and industry. For instance, PISA initially offered face-to-face 

classes to distance education students from the University of South Africa (UNISA), a 

public institution. These students felt the need for additional academic support (Fehnel, 

2002). In addition, at a time of political transition, PHE provided an environment safe 

from strikes, boycotts and riots. In some African countries, PHE offered academics a 

more stable work environment (Mabizela, 2007).  

The rapid growth in PHE in the 1990s surprised many, although the participation of PHE 

had been actively encouraged by the new South African government as a solution to 

                                            
9 Matriculation is the final level of schooling in South Africa. 
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massification. In addition, by encouraging the development of PHE, the cost of 

education shifts to students and their parents (Altbach et al., 2009). It is claimed that, 

from the government’s ideological perspective, massification in the South African 

context was seen as a democratising or opening up of HE to a larger and more diverse 

student population and was something strongly encouraged (Hall, Symes, & Luescher, 

2002), especially to provide access to students who were previously excluded from HE 

on a racial basis. The private institutions were initially seen by government to play a 

significant role in increasing access to previously excluded students and in providing 

alternate structures and qualifications that would complement those offered by the 

public institutions (Khatle, 2012). Muller, Maassen and Cloete see this phase of policy 

development as reflecting the new government’s ideological aims for HE, those of 

“democracy, equity, responsiveness and development” (2006, p. 3). As a result of this 

opening up of HE, there was an influx of foreign universities and of corporates into the 

South African PHE environment. Some partnered with existing public institutions, while 

others were small providers10 with a narrow focus (Fehnel, 2002). Initially, the GD 

degree at PISA, then called a University, and owned by a South African group, was to 

be conferred by an American College. This initiative was rejected by the American 

Accreditation Commission, and the American College only provided technical 

assistance with setting up the GD qualification (Payne, 1999). 

Alongside the international massification of HE comes a global reduction in government 

funding of public institutions (Hall et al., 2002; Altbach et al., 2009), which South Africa 

has not escaped (Wangenge-Ouma, 2012a). The 2015 protests regarding fee increases 

at public institutions in South Africa relate in part to a reduction in government subsidies 

(Fourie, 2015). Hand in hand with a reduction in funding, the adoption of “quasi-market 

approaches to allocating resources, including incentive and performance funding, and 

competitive allocation of research funding and tuition fees” (Hall et al., 2002, p. 15) 

occurred. These quasi-market approaches, although applied to the public institutions, 

reflect a neo-liberal approach that Allais (2007a) claims has more recently informed the 

                                            
10 PHE institutions are commonly referred to as private providers (Froneman, 2002), possibly reflecting 
the more commercial orientation of PHE. 
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broader HE policies in South Africa. She argues that neo-liberalism in HE reform 

emphasises the production of human resources and the measurement of efficiency in 

delivering these resources (Allais, 2007a, p. 69). This is supported by Ball’s claim that 

educational reform is “embedded in three interrelated policy technologies; the market, 

managerialism and performativity” (2003, p. 215). 

In certain cases, PHE saw the government’s legislative and policy response to the 

growth of for-profit institutions as reactionary and aimed at curtailing growth in the 

sector (Khatle, 2012). Others considered it a necessary step to control the market, 

which “weeded out unscrupulous providers and maintained control over the activities of 

legally registered providers” (Sehoole, 2012, p. 4). The initial phase of partnerships 

between private and public institutions was halted in the late 1990s, when a 

“moratorium on public–private partnerships” (Fehnel, 2002, p. 356) was put in place. By 

1999, private institutions could no longer be called universities (Khatle, 2012), the 

institution described in this study underwent a name change and the Private Institution 

South Africa (PISA) was formed. Once again this can be seen as a form of protection of 

the public universities, as the title ‘university’ is sought after and carries certain prestige 

(R. Barnett, 2004). 

Although there was, and still is, little empirical evidence or even accurate data on 

student numbers at PHE institutions (Bezuidenhout, de Jager, & Naidoo, 2013), the 

perception in HE during this stage was that students would leave the public institutions 

that were struggling to survive in the new open environment, and enter PHE. In addition, 

the quality of education at some PHE institutions was being questioned. The South 

African government’s White Paper 3 on Higher Education Transformation of 1997 

indicated that a regulatory framework would be established and that “only private 

institutions with the necessary infrastructure and resources to provide and sustain 

quality HE programmes will be registered” (RSA DoE, 1997, section 2.56). After 2000, 

the government implemented strict regulations and policies, requiring the registration of 

PHE institutions with the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) and the 

accreditation of courses offered at all higher education institutions. This resulted in a 
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reduction in the number of PHE institutions and eliminated the ‘fly-by-night’ private 

providers. In addition, a number of smaller institutions were acquired by larger 

corporations (Fehnel, 2002). 

The following phase in HE policy making and regulation, although still informed by 

ideology, was more market-driven, and defined by economic policy and a shift towards 

the expectation of HE to “deliver the requisite research, the highly trained people and 

the knowledge to equip a developing society to address national needs and participate 

in a rapidly changing and competitive global context” (Ogude, Nel, & Oosthuizen, 2005, 

p. 1). In the period 2000 to 2002, PHE, along with public institutions, became part of a 

regulatory system in which the government was more focused on institutional efficiency 

and effectiveness (Kraak, 2004). With this change in approach came a greater focus on 

ensuring quality, resulting in increased government control, regulation and scrutiny of 

HE, especially of PHE. Khatle (2012) claims that the initial opening up of HE was a ploy 

to gain international visibility and to entice PHE providers into the education system, 

while the ultimate aim was in fact government regulation and control. Certainly changes 

in policy were not always well received by PHE, as the perception was that the 

government had used policy in a reactive manner to curtail the growth of PHE (Khatle, 

2012). The restrictions were critically perceived to be “obstructive” (Cairns, 2001) and 

“insurmountable” (Cloete & Gillwald, 2014). From an alternate perspective, the reaction 

might be seen as the government responsibly protecting the consumer and the public 

institutions, and therefore supporting social and economic goals that would benefit the 

country.  

For-profit PHE institutions currently compete with both private and public institutions for 

students in South Africa. There are mixed perceptions regarding PHE, including that 

they provide a poorer quality education, as profit is seen to take priority over quality 

education (Hayward, 2006). In an African context, Havergal (2015) refers to PHE 

institutions as “teaching shops”, but indicates that these institutions play an important 

role in providing access to students, even if there is no focus on research and 

development. Although PISA offered a few postgraduate qualifications, even an 
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Honours in GD at one point, research and this level of study were not seen as priorities. 

PHE institutions are not obliged to conduct research, follow the government’s 

transformation agenda, or align the courses they offer with national objectives (Sehoole, 

2004; Khatle, 2012). For instance, the perception is that they would rather offer the 

more popular and profitable courses in business and commerce, than courses the 

government has targeted for development, such as science and engineering. Another 

perception is that PHE institutions compete with public universities for students, 

resulting in a reduction of income for the struggling public institutions (Kraak, 2004). 

Another perception is that academic staff may be employed predominantly on a contract 

or part-time basis, and this increases the challenges for small PHE institutions to 

provide adequate support for students (CHE, 2004a). Conversely, the service-oriented 

focus of PHE, with smaller campuses and smaller classes, may be more attractive to 

students and parents who, Bezuidenhout et al. (2013) claim, are becoming increasingly 

discerning consumers. The fact that PHE can set up institutions at no cost to the 

government aligns with an international move to reduce government spending on HE 

and to shift the financial burden to the student, public and business sectors. 

The consequence of the rapid development of PHE institutions and the various changes 

to HE policies has resulted in a tightly regulated and quality assured PHE sector. As 

with all HE institutions, there is a high level of scrutiny from the Higher Education 

Quality Committee (HEQC) and the CHE (2004b). In a positive light, the aims of these 

bodies is to “improve quality, be competitive internationally, protect the public from 

fraud, and make tertiary institutions accountable” (Hayward, 2006, p. 27). Khatle claims 

that the ultimate consequence of non-compliance for a PHE institution is that “if they 

default they are threatened with immediate cancellation of their registration to operate” 

(2012, p. 62), making the stakes of non-compliance for these institutions, their students, 

their staff and their shareholders significant. 

Although the literature relating to the HE policy developments in South Africa does not 

often refer directly to assessment, the results of summative assessment provide the 

data for evaluating student success and therefore institutional success. “Governments 
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often link these achievements with the knowledge economy, innovation and national 

well-being. They expect evidence that the achievements are promoted and assessed” 

(Knight & Page, 2007, p. 13). Increased student numbers, decreased funding and 

pressure to perform more efficiently impact on assessment and place “markers under 

pressure to achieve high levels of consistency and reliability in their marking” (M. Price, 

Carroll, Donovan, & Rust, 2011). Elton and Johnston (2002) indicate that, with 

increased student numbers, there is pressure to achieve assessment consistency 

without raising costs, while in fact assessment should be becoming more varied in order 

to accommodate the increasingly diverse student population.  

As described above, the role of PHE has shifted with changes in the HE landscape, 

which has been influenced by international trends, massification and the shifting 

strategies and objectives of the government. The evolution of PISA has reflected many 

adaptations driven by the changes in government policy. These adaptions were often 

strongly influenced by the goals of compliance and performance, and both of these in 

turn impact on assessment practices.  

2.1.1 For-profit private higher education 

In terms of internal pressure, for-profit HE institutions are required to both generate 

profits and deliver high quality education. In 2010, a global company paid £31 million 

(approximately R362 million at 2010 exchange rates) for 75% of the PISA group 

(Meissa Limited, 2011). The remaining 25% was acquired in 2013. PISA was the global 

company’s first contact-based higher education acquisition, and signalled a shift from 

the corporation’s traditional business to a more direct presence in the growing education 

market. According to the then Chief Executive, this market was being supported by “a 

global middle class willing to invest more in education” (Global Company, 2012, p. 3). 

The quality of the education or service offered by a PHE institution (PHEI) would in part 

be evaluated by the market, consisting of students, parents and potential employers 

(Mabizela, 2007). In order to survive in an ever more competitive and comparative HE 

environment, which includes both public and private institutions, PHEIs such as PISA 

rely on attracting students to the institution (Bezuidenhout et al., 2013). In the broader 
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sector competition and compliance put additional pressure on academics to comply with 

Quality Assurance (QA) protocols, generate research outputs and maintain certain pass 

rates (Jansen, 2004). Currently research outputs are not a high priority for most PHE 

institutions as these are not sources of revenue. On the other hand, compliance with 

policies and regulations is seen as a significant obligation, as is maintaining certain 

pass and throughput rates. The results of assessment in the form of pass and 

graduation rates continue to be a measure of success used by institutions and 

governments, although drawing these types of assumptions regarding success from the 

results of assessment has been challenged by a number of authors (Knight & Yorke, 

2005; Rust, 2007). Within a for-profit PHE environment, good pass and throughput rates 

may, in my experience, provide convincing marketing material and be seen as a 

measure of lecture performance. For instance, in my experience, when pass rates and 

averages for a module were compared across campuses, the lecturer was often seen to 

be the key influencing factor. Inter-faculty, inter-campus, or inter-lecturer competition 

can be fostered within this type of performance-valuing system, with success being 

measured based on the results of assessment.  

2.1.2 The implications of a multi-campus structure on assessment practice 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, PISA qualifications, including the BA in Graphic Design, 

were offered on a number of campuses in South Africa. There were many generic 

systems, processes and procedures for managing assessment within this structure. 

However, as the focus of this case study was on GD practical modules, I will describe 

the PISA GD assessment practice in more detail before linking it with the broader 

international approach to multi-campus assessment practices. The development of 

programmes and materials for modules at PISA was centralised at the coordinating 

campus, while more than a dozen remote-campuses were spread throughout South 

Africa. Offering degrees on a number of campuses provided PISA with an opportunity 

for growth, without stretching facilities on any one campus. This is similar to the 

expansion strategies adopted by international universities in creating branch campuses 

(Wilkins & Huisman, 2012). Although each PISA campus functioned independently, 

managing their own staffing, facilities and budget, the responsibility for curricula design, 
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including content, structure and the pacing of classes, rested with the lecturing staff at 

the coordinating campus. All course material, including module outlines, teaching and 

assessment schedules, study guides, marking rubrics and lecturer guides, was thus 

designed at the coordinating campus by module leaders, who were also lecturers. The 

course material included all assessment tasks, assessment criteria, memoranda and 

marking rubrics. Lecturers on all campuses were expected to follow these as closely as 

possible. 

The coordinating campus also performed a QA role in evaluating the reliability and 

standard of the marking of formative assessment on the remote campuses. For 

theoretical modules, external examiners, known as moderators (CHE, 2004b), were 

appointed by the coordinating campus, and all campuses submitted samples of 

summative assessments to them. For practical GD work, each campus appointed 

external moderators, who were approved by myself as Dean. The reason for the 

moderation taking place on each campus was primarily a practical one, as the 

summative assessment for GD practical studio-based modules consisted of a portfolio, 

and these portfolios were often large and bulky, and contained three-dimensional work 

such as packaging. These could not easily be transported to one centre for moderation.  

There are similarities between the PISA multi-campus structure and the multi-campus 

universities, transnational, or branch campuses found in a number of countries. 

Internationally, the phenomenon of a central university that sets up a number of 

campuses within its own country, or within other countries, is on the rise (Wilkins & 

Huisman, 2012). A multi-campus structure is also relatively common amongst the public 

universities in South Africa, where an institution may offer different programmes at a 

number of different campuses (Nel, 2007). PISA was an example of a multi-campus 

institution where a small number of degrees were offered on several campuses at 

various centres in South Africa. The structures and processes used were similar to the 

transnational offerings in other parts of the world, such as the degrees offered by certain 

Australian universities in other countries (Wallace et al., 2008). Altbach (2011) points 

out a number of practical issues with replicating a central university on different 
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international sites. These include low numbers of enrolments at small centres; the 

difficulties of sourcing equally well-qualified and experienced academic staff; funding of 

small campuses; academic autonomy when a central campus dictates curriculum, 

content, pacing, assessments and standards; and differing expectations between 

campuses and local communities. The students drawn from the campus communities 

may differ and therefore have disparate learning needs. Based on my experience of 

overseeing the GD degree on the PISA campuses over a period of seven years, I 

propose that many of the same practical issues indicated above occurred at PISA, even 

though the campuses were in the same country. 

Assessment approaches used in multi-campus HE contexts, whether transnational or 

within one country, have not been extensively researched (Wallace et al., 2008; 

Mahmud et al., 2010). One exception is research funded by the Australian Learning and 

Teaching Council (ALTC) (2010), which sheds some light on the assessment 

challenges that face transnational operations. These transnational institutions, similarly 

to PISA, have a centrally-designed curriculum presented on a number of sites. The 

ALTC’s research, and articles by Wallace et al., (2008) and Mahmud et al. (2010) 

highlight key concerns that resonate with the PISA multi-campus context in relation to 

equivalence, transparency, fairness and reliability as expected of assessment and 

assessors. They point out that assessors have different interpretations of student 

achievement, that there is often an imbalance, or perceived imbalance, in the power 

relationships between those who set the assessments, those who moderate them and 

those who implement them on the remote campuses (Wallace et al., 2008; Mahmud et 

al., 2010). Moderators who see only the product of assessment are seen to be 

objective, while the lecturers who know the students are seen to be subjective. There is 

increasing pressure on lecturers, who are often employed on a part-time or contract 

basis, to achieve good results (Wallace et al., 2008; Mahmud et al., 2010). This type of 

pressure is not unique to multi-campus institutions as “casual staff, in particular, may 

feel under pressure to mark generously when they face evaluation by students and fear 

poor appraisal following low marks” (Smith and Coombe (2006), as cited in Bloxham, 

2009, p. 211). In multi-campus contexts, qualitative disciplines that contain tacit 
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knowledge (2.2.2) prove more difficult to standardise and to guarantee inter-assessor 

reliability than, for example, quantitative disciplines such as maths and science (Wallace 

et al., 2008; Mahmud et al., 2010).  

The studies dealing with assessment at transnational institutions illustrate some of the 

complexities of establishing and maintaining commonly-understood assessment 

expectations and standards within a structure such as the PISA multi-campus one. In 

spite of the fact that the CHE indicates that “the detail of what happens within a 

programme is controlled by those who teach it” (CHE, 2004b, p. 23), this is not always 

possible within a multi-campus structure, and sometimes not even possible when 

dealing with large student numbers on one campus. As M. Price (2005) indicates, 

establishing commonly agreed on standards is challenging even in local academic 

communities, and there is no set agreement as to how these communities establish and 

maintain standards, especially within the current pressurised academic environment. 

Maintaining consistency for assessment and standards is therefore an aspect of HE that 

concerns all, especially when courses are presented and assessed by multiple lecturers 

on multiple sites. The multi-campus structure may result in fragmentation, with little 

opportunity for assessors to collaborate, exchange ideas and discuss standards. In the 

PISA structure, the assessment procedures and concepts that were circulated were 

primarily unidirectional, from the coordinating campus to the other campuses, with a 

heavy reliance on written texts, such as learning outcomes and marking rubrics to 

communicate assessment outcomes, criteria and standards. The rubrics were not highly 

detailed, but provided four broad mark ranges as an indication of the expected 

standard. These were articulated by the descriptions “not achieved, not quite achieved, 

achieved and well achieved” (Appendix B). It was expected that the rubric would be 

used in conjunction with the learning outcomes for a specific brief. The lack of detail and 

finite description of standards may have been indicative of the difficulties of stating what 

a particular mark or mark range might evidence for each student’s interpretation of a 

brief. The difficulty of designing and reaching agreement on mark bands and descriptive 

criteria for art and design subjects is addressed in some detail by Harland and Sawdon 

(2011). 
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The context of a private for-profit institution with a multi-campus structure thus has a 

significant impact on how performance and success, based on assessment results, may 

be perceived. Success linked to the results of assessment and the maintenance of the 

same standards across multiple campuses can result in a number of influences and 

pressures on the assessment practice. Firstly, a for-profit PHE institution relies on 

student fees for survival and to keep investors satisfied. Consequently, not only is the 

quantity of enrolled students important, but it is also preferable that students remain at 

the institution for the full duration of their studies. The results of assessment are 

therefore linked to the financial success of the institution. Secondly, performance can be 

described by the institution through the comparisons of pass and throughput rates 

between previous years, modules, lecturers, campuses and faculties, creating an 

unhealthy climate of competition and even suspicion. The success of students and 

related pass and throughput rates may become areas of contention and anxiety for 

staff, especially those appointed on a contract basis, or when financial reward is linked 

to student success.  

In the profit-driven environment, GD (2.2) requires expensive and time-consuming 

methods of assessment. I provided the example of external moderators performing 

summative assessments on each campus, whereas theory modules could be centrally 

assessed by one person. The cost effectiveness of this type of assessment in a profit-

driven institution may be queried. In addition, communicating a common shared 

standard becomes problematic when the basis for value judgements is not 

collaboratively constructed and when text is the medium of communication. All of these 

factors contribute to the culture within which the assessment practice functions and to 

how assessment principles such as reliability and equivalence of standards are 

perceived.  

2.1.3 Assessment within an outcomes-led qualification framework 

The National Qualifications Framework (NQF) provides a framework for all qualifications 

in South Africa, where whole qualifications or components of qualifications can be 

registered. The framework aims to allow for comparison and mobility between different 
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types of qualifications, and for the comparison of qualifications from different disciplines 

and countries. This framework, established by SAQA, has been through various 

revisions and amendments (Walters & Isaacs, 2009). The current Higher Education 

Qualifications Sub-Framework (HEQSF) (RSA, 2013) addresses all HE qualifications. In 

the HEQSF, predetermined level descriptors indicate the generic competencies and 

degree of complexity for all levels of programmes and disciplines in terms of “types of 

learning outcomes and assessment criteria that are appropriate to a qualification at that 

level” (SAQA, 2012, p. 4). With employability high on the government’s agenda, the 

level descriptors apply to the skills that graduates would need in the workplace and in 

academia. These descriptors may feed into assessment criterion, but they are not 

discipline specific. 

The HE qualifications and levels of qualifications are designed using an OBE approach. 

As the NQF and OBE approach are intertwined in South African HE, Allais (2007a) 

refers to the “outcomes-led qualification framework” which encompasses both aspects 

and where outcomes are the driving force of education. “Outcomes-based qualification 

frameworks are really assessment frameworks, because the emphasis is on the 

statements against which learners can be assessed” (Allais, 2007b, p. 257). The 

HEQSF describes the required structures of qualifications and informs curriculum 

design, teaching and learning, and assessment (RSA, 2013).  

In the introduction to this chapter, I outlined the context of this case study, which 

consists of a broader HE system incorporating the specific PHE institution. The 

institutional structures and national QA bodies create pressures of accountability, 

compliance and performance, which are in part linked to reliability and validity in 

assessment. Although all of the assessment principles mentioned in section 1.1 are of 

great importance, an over-emphasis on reliability and validity assumes a positivist view 

of assessment, in which finite standards can be set and assessors are presumed to be 

objective (Bloxham, 2009). Orr (1999, 2007) critiques the positivist paradigm which is 

linked to a techno-rationalist agenda, where assessment processes and procedures are 

assumed to result in an accurate measurement of outcomes. These may be used to 
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measure efficiency (Delandshere, 2002). The techno-rationalist discourse propagates a 

view of assessment as a linear process where the alignment of clear outcomes, tasks, 

pedagogy, criteria and standards will result in one, ideal and accurate mark being 

awarded by any assessor. The concepts embedded in the discourse of the HEQSF 

guide curriculum design and influence how programmes, modules and assessment 

events are constructed. I will briefly mention a few key debates regarding the HEQSF 

before moving on to the distinctive nature of design assessment and how this relates to 

the principles guiding that framework. 

As previously indicated (2.1), the South African government has used educational 

policies to propagate certain priorities, agendas and ideologies, which have influenced 

the description of knowledge and the forms of knowledge valued.  

Indeed the NQF encapsulates the desire of education policy makers to erode 
three sets of boundaries: between education and training, between academic 
and everyday knowledge, and between different knowledges, disciplines or 
subjects within the academic domain. (Ensor, 2004, p. 340) 

Ensor (2004) discusses the forms of knowledge that are described and privileged in the 

HEQSF and categorises them into either a ‘disciplinary discourse’ or a ‘credit exchange 

discourse’. Those supporting the disciplinary discourse question how disciplinary 

knowledge, which requires the sequential building of knowledge through immersion in 

the discipline and “an apprenticeship into powerful ways of knowing” (Ensor, 2004, p. 

343), can be achieved through the NQF objectives of modularisation and student 

choice. Examples of the disciplinary discourse can be found in the work of Moore (2000, 

2003), Gamble (2006), Muller (2006) and Young and Muller (2010). Those who 

subscribe to the disciplinary discourse criticise the skills-based bias which privileges 

everyday knowledge over disciplinary knowledge (Muller, 2006). Walters and Isaacs 

(2009) describe how the OBE approach used in the NQF has an embedded 

competency-based training (CBT) discourse. They define CBT as an “approach to 

vocational and occupational training that places emphasis on what a person can do in 

the workplace” (Walters & Isaacs, 2009, p. 10). This emphasis on doing and 

performance results in little or no differentiation between learning and knowledge, and 
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therefore powerful or content- and concept- rich knowledge merely underpins 

performance (Young, 2006a). The implication of this is that students are not exposed to 

the theories and knowledge that are needed to understand, master and develop the 

knowledge that underpins a specific practice (p.139). 

Those who support the disciplinary discourse claim that knowledge theories (3.3) 

provide access to what is valued within a discipline, assuming that “Knowledge is 

structured, in part independently of how we acquire it, and knowledge fields differ in 

their internal coherence, their principles of cohesion, and their procedures for producing 

new knowledge” (Young & Muller, 2010, p. 15).  

A curriculum, and the assessment associated with it, should therefore reflect the type of 

knowledge valued by that discipline and this should be made accessible to students. As 

the disciplinary knowledge structure is specific, the assessment outcomes and criteria 

may only be understood by insiders or experts. This makes it more difficult to involve 

stakeholders from outside of the discipline to participate in discussions regarding 

curriculum design, for instance. Therefore, the approach rejects the broader objectives 

of the NQF where cross-disciplinary comparison of standards should be possible and 

external stakeholders should be able to understand level descriptors and outcomes no 

matter what the discipline (Allais, 2007a).  

Who shapes how knowledge is described and what forms of knowledge are privileged 

and valued has a strong bearing on curriculum design and assessment (Watson & 

Robbins, 2008). When considering assessment in relation to the objectives of the 

government to ensure effectiveness, efficiency, transparency, reliability and appropriate 

standards, outcomes-linked assessment plays a significant role in describing student 

performance. The discourse of the HEQSF has generated a number of concepts that 

influence assessment. These include an emphasis on skills, learning and doing, rather 

than on discipline-specific knowledge. With the aim of providing access to stakeholders, 

curricula and assessment are presented as clear and objective processes that can be 

applied to any discipline, no matter what forms of knowledge are valued by that 

discipline. As methods used by lecturers to design curricula and assessments at PISA 
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were informed by the HEQSF and the OBE philosophy, they influenced the assessment 

practice documented in this case study. 

2.1.4 Graphic design assessment processes at PISA 

As indicated in Chapter 1, the curriculum for the GD degree was centrally designed at the 

coordinating campus by module leaders who were also lecturers. The module leaders 

followed an OBE approach when designing the course and assessments. Using the 

HEQSF to guide module development required the module leaders to link the learning 

outcomes to the overall outcomes of the course and module, and to ensure that they were 

appropriate for the level. This form of alignment relates to the constructive alignment 

approach proposed by J. Biggs (1999). In an OBE approach, criterion-referenced 

assessment “is a process during which evidence of performance is generated and 

evaluated against agreed criteria” (CHE, 2004b, p. 121). The outcomes and linked criteria 

in the GD degree related in part to the skills that students would need in preparation for 

their future careers. These outcomes and criteria therefore aligned with the knowledge, 

skills and attributes needed for professional GD practice (5.2.1). The possible structure of 

this type of qualification, which has a more career or professional orientation, is discussed 

in section 5.1. 

As mentioned previously, transparency and clarity of outcomes and assessment criteria are 

objectives for the HEQSF. The objectives aim, firstly, to strengthen credibility and 

stakeholder confidence (CHE, 2004b, p. 122). Secondly, they provide students with the 

opportunity to prepare for assessments and understand what is expected of them, and if 

necessary dispute the judgements made (Morgan, 2011). Orr (1999, p. 176) proposes that 

with a transparent curriculum, outcomes and assessment criteria a course can be more 

easily transported, meaning that different lecturers could teach the same modules at 

different sites. This was one of the assumptions of the multi-campus structure operating at 

PISA. As M. Price (2005) indicates, there is often heavy reliance on explicit text-based 

documentation to ensure common understanding of criteria and standards when multiple 

markers assess large groups, the assumption being that lecturers who have not designed 

the course materials are able to use these documents effectively to ensure fair and reliable 
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assessment and consistent standards against the stated outcomes. The approach 

assumes a techno-rationalist concept of assessment, where the use of explicit and clear 

outcomes and criteria are assumed to achieve reliability and ensure parity of standards. 

However, this approach is challenged as, “like all of the texts produced in the contemporary 

climate of quality assurance, there is the illusion of a cycle, of a linear cause and effect 

chain” (McDougall, 2004, p. 169). 

In theory, with the HEQSF approach, stakeholders are able to study the outcomes and 

assessment criteria and should be able to compare these with similar outcomes from other 

disciplines, thereby enabling a comparison of standards. In my experience of GD 

assessment, students and parents who assume a clear and linear assessment process 

may be able to link some outcomes and criteria with the visual products that are submitted 

for assessment, but the less technical criteria and the interpretation of standards become 

problematic. Students may feel they have met all of the stated outcomes and yet not 

received good grades. This is affirmed by Austerlitz et al. (2008), who found that, in art and 

design education, both parents and students expected clearly-defined and explicit 

outcomes that accurately described the learning anticipated of the student. There certainly 

are significant educational benefits to students understanding outcomes, criteria and 

standards (Rowe, 2007; O’Donovan, M. Price, & Rust, 2008; Smith, 2013). Yet, reaching 

an understanding and common agreement of these criteria in fields such as design and 

other courses that expect complex outcomes is not straightforward. 

The assessment structure for GD practical modules at PISA took a fairly traditional 

approach common to art and design education, where students built up a summative 

portfolio of practical work by completing a number of formative briefs throughout the 

semester or year. The types of practical modules ranged from those that required hand 

skills, such as drawing, to those that required students to become skilled at advanced 

computer software, such as 3D animation. The course material indicated the pacing of 

classes, including the submission dates for all assessment tasks. Although the content for 

each class was described, no details regarding teaching techniques or approaches were 

indicated – this was left to the individual lecturer’s discretion. This aspect meant that the 
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concept of constructive alignment of curriculum, outcomes, pedagogy and assessment (J. 

Biggs, 1999), as propagated by the OBE approach, was not always adhered to. However, 

the approach did guide the design of the curricula, learning outcomes and assessment 

criteria.  

In keeping with an OBE approach, the assessments largely fell into the authentic 

assessment category, in that students carried out tasks similar to those they would 

encounter in the professional world (Gulikers, Bastiaens, & Kirschner, 2004). Each brief 

issued defined the learning outcomes and marking criteria and these were provided to all 

lecturers and students at the beginning of the year. At certain points during the design 

process, student work might have been formally presented to the group for lecturer and 

peer feedback. In studio pedagogy there is often ongoing feedback (Cennamo & Brandt, 

2012). At PISA, after the student submitted work for a brief, it was supposed to be marked 

by a panel of at least two campus lecturers, then feedback would be given and marks 

awarded.  

An expectation in the multi-campus context included parity of experience for all students on 

all campuses. In addition to having access to the same facilities and to equally-qualified 

lecturers, students on all campuses would be expected to achieve the same outcomes and 

would be assessed using the same criteria and standards. In a strategy to achieve 

consistent standards on all campuses, PISA guidelines for GD indicated that a panel of at 

least two lectures should mark each brief at the formative stage, using the outcomes stated 

in the study guide. This system of panel or group marking (2.2.4) aims to eliminate claims 

of bias and to assist new lecturers in learning the assessment processes and procedures, 

as well as maintaining the standards of the Institution. In addition, a marking rubric 

(Appendix B) and, in some modules, exemplars of marked student work were provided by 

the module leaders, and in this way standards were communicated to lecturers on all 

campuses. As part of an ongoing internal moderation process, a selection of student work 

and completed marking rubrics for all formative briefs were submitted to the coordinating 

campus by each campus. The student work was moderated by the module leader on the 

coordinating campus and feedback was provided in the form of a written report. In my 
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experience, at this point variances in the achievement of outcomes and marking standards 

between campuses were often identified. If these variances were significant, or reoccurred, 

the module leader discussed the matter with the Head of Programme (HoP) and Dean. In 

most cases, the module leader and/or HoP would communicate with or visit the campus 

and discuss the outcomes and marking with the lecturer on the remote campus. As with the 

transnational example (2.1.2), this could be a difficult encounter for both module leader and 

remote campus lecturer. The perception might have been that the remote campus lecturers 

were being policed and their judgement questioned. This could be particularly awkward if 

the module leader was younger and less experienced than the remote campus lecturer. 

When an external moderator ‘corrects’ marks, the lecturer may feel that they have to 

defend both their students and their teaching practice (Morgan, 2011). In extreme cases, 

when consistent and substantial shifts in the standard of student work and the moderated 

marks occurred, various other parties such as the Academic Coordinator, myself as Dean 

and the Campus Director became involved. 

At PISA, in order for students to be allowed to submit the final portfolio, they had to achieve 

an average of 40% for all formative briefs. Students with the required average submitted 

final portfolios which were internally and externally moderated and these two marks made 

up the final summative mark. The assessment processes and procedures were very 

comprehensive and complied with the SAQA requirements (CHE, 2007). However, as 

mentioned in Chapter 1, inter-assessor reliability and the maintenance of similar standards 

across all campuses was not always achieved, even with these processes and procedures 

in place.  

2.2 The characteristics of design assessment 

As indicated previously (1.2), research addressing GD assessment is somewhat limited. In 

this section I therefore draw on research from the broader field of assessment, especially 

the assessment of ‘wicked’11 or complex achievements, as well as assessment in the 

creative arts and design. The assessment of complex achievements may occur in a 

                                            
11 The term ‘wicked problems’ appears to have been coined by Horst Rittel (Buchanan, 2001; Stolterman, 
2008) and refers to open-ended complex problems for which there may be multiple solutions.  
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number of fields, such as teaching, nursing, medicine and social work (Knight & Page, 

2007), where students prepare to enter a profession or vocational practice. In higher 

education, GD, art and the broader field of design follow many of the same assessment 

procedures, such as project-based authentic assessment (Çıkış & Çil, 2009) and call for 

similar achievements, such as creativity. There are therefore many similarities between GD 

assessment and the assessment practices found in the creative arts and other fields of 

design: they also reflect many of the same challenges when positioned within an OBE 

approach. 

The discourse regarding the application of OBE and criterion-referenced assessment 

(2.1.3) in creative fields such as art and design appears contradictory. There are those who 

see the benefits of such an approach (B. Jackson, 1995; Davies, 2000; Costandius, 2006; 

Cheung, 2012), and those who question its appropriateness (Cannatella, 2001; Gordon, 

2004; Dineen & Collins, 2005; Hardy, 2006; Harding & Hale, 2007), or see the need to shift 

what evidence should be assessed (de la Harpe et al., 2009; English, 2010). These 

debates informed my initial understanding of the challenges to reliability in design 

assessment. 

In considering the literature on art and design assessment, I propose that there are four 

characteristics of assessment in these fields that set them apart from assessment in many 

other disciplines. Through describing these four characteristics, I am able to move from the 

broader HE systems, to explicate the culture of design assessment practice. The 

characteristics that form part of the design assessment culture include that: 

 complex or wicked competencies are assessed 

 person, process and product may be evaluated in assessment 

 tacit knowledge is used by both student and assessor and  

 panel or group marking is a common practice in this field.  

2.2.1 Assessing wicked competencies 

Design is considered to be a practice that integrates knowledge and skills from a variety 

of disciplines and fields, as designers work to deliver products, services and solutions to 
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an ever-changing society. Designers make use of technology and media that constantly 

evolve and they often work collaboratively in teams for a number of clients or 

stakeholders and therefore are required to work in complex and uncertain contexts 

(Austerlitz et al., 2008, p. 6). As a practice, design requires the solving of wicked 

problems, which are ill-defined problems where the problem itself must first be defined 

(B. Archer & Roberts, 2005). These problems, once identified, may elicit a number of 

potential solutions (Buchanan, 1992). The type of wicked competency required might be 

described as 

… ‘soft’ skills, graduate attributes and complex achievements (Knight and 
Yorke 2003), all of which can be described as ‘wicked’ competences; an 
achievement, such as creativity or critical thinking, cannot be precisely 
defined, takes on different shapes in different contexts and is likely to keep 
on developing. (Knight, 2007) 

Given the requirements of the HEQSF to design explicit outcomes and clear 

assessment criteria, the difficulties of stating these complex competencies clearly can 

be seen as one of the challenges to achieving reliability in design assessment. It 

appears that “it is relatively easy to talk about and to see technical skills and abilities” 

(Austerlitz et al., 2008, p. 18), possibly making outcomes and assessment criteria for 

technical skills in design more straight forward to define, state, agree on and identify 

(Davies, 2000). Yet, defining learning outcomes for thinking skills and complex 

achievements such as creativity is difficult (Knight & Yorke, 2003). In design, students 

are encouraged to design creative solutions which are new, unique and different to 

anything seen before. It seems contradictory to expect a lecturer to define all the 

outcomes for a brief, when in fact they are open to the possibility that students might 

arrive at unexpected solutions which the lecturer had not considered. This “wow” factor 

includes “creativity, originality, inventiveness, inspiration, ingenuity, freshness and 

vision” (Gordon, 2004, p. 61) all of which are not easily defined or measured.  

In later work, Knight and Page (2007) challenge the premise that the assessment of 

wicked competencies is difficult or not achievable. They indicate that the fault lies with 

the course or programme design, and whether the curricula, teaching, learning and 
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assessment provide the opportunities for a student cohort to learn the appropriate 

knowledge, skills and attributes. In addition, they encourage an approach in which 

wicked competencies for a cohort of students are considered as part of a course, rather 

than an outcome for individuals and specific modules. This approach enables the 

assessment of ‘far transfer’ achievements, which will be required of students in their 

future careers (Knight & Page, 2007, p. 68). Their challenge highlights the 

interconnectedness of assessment, pedagogy and curriculum.  

As wicked competencies are best assessed in the workplace, or in work simulation 

environments (Knight & Page, 2007), the approach relies heavily on the assessor 

possessing high levels of field-specific expertise and skill (Allais, 2007b). Being both 

time consuming and expensive (Knight, 2004), this type of assessment is under threat 

from the pressures resulting from large student numbers (M. Price et al., 2011). As 

design education attempts in many ways to mimic professional experience, by making 

use of problem-based learning, including the introduction of ‘live briefs’12, connoisseurs 

or experts are required to assess practical work (B. Jackson, 1995; Niedderer, 2007; 

Orr, 2010c). With an increase in student numbers and an emphasis on cost 

effectiveness and efficiency (2.1.1), the time-consuming nature and need for the 

involvement of experts becomes problematic in PHE. As Dean, I had seen this form of 

assessment queried on small, more isolated campuses where experienced experts 

were not readily available and budgets were limited (6.2).  

All in all, the wicked competencies required for GD are seen as a combination of skills, 

knowledge and attributes that equips students to arrive at appropriate and creative 

solutions in a world characterised by increasingly complex problems. Considered in 

relation to the HEQSF and a multi-campus for-profit context, a number of challenges 

emerge, such as the reliance on expert judgment in authentic situations, outcomes and 

criteria that cannot be explicitly pre-defined and multiple solutions which may evolve 

and change during the design process. Another factor is that the wicked competencies 

needed in a practice require the use of tacit knowledge, which is common in many 

                                            
12 Live briefs are briefs that students complete for actual clients. 
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practices (Gamble, 2001), especially one such as GD, which has a strong craft tradition 

(Friedman, 2000b). 

2.2.2 Tacit knowledge in assessment 

In this section, I look at the role of tacit knowledge as used in assessment, and will 

describe it in terms of the tacit expertise of the assessors. The tacit knowledge that GD 

students are expected to develop through their design education will be discussed in 

section 5.2, as this relates to the types of knowledge valued in GD.  

As previously stated, clarity and explicitness of curricula and assessment are aims of 

the HEQSF (2.1.3). It is nonetheless acknowledged that curricula and assessment may 

contain implicit and tacit elements. In the assessment discourse, there are two terms 

that are used to refer to the opposite of ‘explicit’ – these are ‘implicit’ and ‘tacit’. Taking 

the definition of implicit to mean something which is “not definitely said, but is 

suggested” (Oxford University Press, 2013), implicit criteria may relate more to the 

evaluative criteria assessors use in order to judge the level or standard of student work. 

For example, in GD, explicit criteria may correspond to technical requirements such as 

submitting a certain number of pieces for a corporate identity, while an example of 

implicit criteria could be how effectively the corporate identity communicates the 

company ethos, one being a quantitative judgment and the other a qualitative 

judgement (Fraser & Killen, 2003). Implicit criteria may also refer to the bias or 

preference on the part of the assessors towards a particular approach, style or type of 

work, which is sometimes referred to as the basis of a ‘hidden curriculum’ (Rowe, 2007; 

Belluigi, 2009; Morgan, 2011, 2012). In spite of this, Morgan (2011) claims that most 

lecturers in the creative arts are aware of their bias and attempt to put it aside when 

marking. If implicit or tacit criteria are used, there may be a lack of alignment between 

the explicitly-stated curriculum, what lecturers value and use, and what students 

experience in assessment. Students may suspect that there is a hidden curriculum, 

especially when marks do not match feedback or expectations.  

Students found it necessary to search out hidden assessment requirements – 
not what was published as requirements and criteria but the ‘clues’ they felt 
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they had to find out if they wanted to succeed and to be rewarded in the 
assessment system. (Rowe, 2007) 

There are a number of views on tacit knowledge, with most descriptions based on the 

work of Polanyi (1958, 1966). He provides an example of tacit knowledge in how we 

read the mood of a person from their facial expressions, without being able to describe 

the individual characteristics that lead us to this understanding. Built on practice and 

experience, tacit knowledge forms the basis for explicit knowledge. R. Kimbell and Perry 

define tacit knowledge as “the things that we have a hunch about, but that have not 

been formalised or externalised into explicit knowledge” (2001, p. 7). Niedderer (2009, 

p. 62) proposes that tacit and explicit knowledge are characteristics of the form of 

communication, while propositional and practical or procedural knowledge address the 

nature of the knowledge (p.147). With tacit knowledge, the phrase that comes to mind, 

which may be familiar to many design educators and students, is ‘I know it when I see 

it’. Assessors in most disciplines make use of a combination of tacit and explicit 

knowledge to judge the level or standard of student work (M. Price, 2005; Watson & 

Robbins, 2008; Shay, 2008b; M. Price et al., 2011). 

When setting design briefs, lecturers may have a sense of what students might create, 

the process they may follow and how the product might be evaluated, but, as these 

intuitions are tacit, they are not easily communicated. Therefore when an assessor 

designs, interprets and evaluates an assessment task, they are relying on being able to 

understand a message “that we could not tell” in the hope that they “will discover that 

which we have not been able to communicate” (Polanyi, 1966, p. 6). This seems an 

almost impossible task and yet tacit criteria are very much part of the assessment in 

creative fields such as art and design (Orr, 1999; Belluigi, 2007; Björklund, 2008).  

Assessors, as experts or connoisseurs, draw on a wealth of experience and knowledge 

when making value judgements. Eraut (2006) proposes that four components make up 

tacit expertise; these are: understanding, skills, knowledge use and decision making. 

Table 1 below illustrates this multi-dimensional understanding of tacit expertise. 
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Table 1: Tacit expertise based on Eraut (2006, p. 3) 

Understanding Skills 

Implicit or incidental learning 

Implicit aggregation of episodes and 
impressions 

Hidden constructs 

Routinised 

Non-verbal or meta-verbal 

Intuitively monitored 

Knowledge use Decision making 

Transforming and resituating knowledge 

Retrieving knowledge from memory 

Recognising when to use some 
knowledge 

Sensing how to use some knowledge 

Rapid and intuitive 

Holistic assessment 

Judgement in complex uncertain 
situations 

Rather than a definition that links tacit knowledge only to skill or practice, Eraut (2006) 

includes a number of components including the use of knowledge in the process of 

judgement and decision making. Judgement and decision making apply to both the 

making and the assessment of GD pieces (p.117). If the judgements that assessors 

make are difficult to articulate and rapid and intuitive, as Eraut (2006) claims, then 

aligning this expertise with the HEQSF requirements and objectives would prove to be 

difficult. It also makes the explanation and defence of value judgments to stakeholders 

challenging in the face of a positivist insistence requiring explicit, clearly-defined 

outcomes and criteria. Judgements based on tacit expertise challenge “the notion that 

academic standards can be documented and codified in such a way that they may be 

available for the passive consumption of all stakeholders in higher education” (Rust, M. 

Price, Donovan, & Brookes, 2003, p. 151). 

With design assessment requiring tacit knowledge, establishing shared standards 

becomes problematic. Some contend that a common understanding of what assessors 

value in a discipline is built and learnt through a socialising process (M. Price, 2005; 

Watson & Robbins, 2008). The concept of building a shared understanding of 

disciplinary knowledge and standards within a design community of practice has been 
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explored by Drew and Shreeve (1984), Kethro (2007) and Shreeve (2007), although the 

focus in these studies is on the integration of students into the community of practice as 

an approach to improving learning. M. Price (2005), however, debates whether all 

disciplines and assessment communities share the same tacit knowledge, or if this is 

just an assumption which is difficult to test. She indicates that standards are not often a 

feature of a disciplinary discourse and they are therefore not explicitly shared. This lack 

of explicitness is further complicated by claims that metaphors are used extensively to 

describe knowledge in the design studio (Logan, 2007). In this study, for instance, an 

assessor referred to work being “on point” (Yassin, Audio ACGD300, MS summative, 

2014). Considering how knowledge may be shared and that neither knowledge nor 

standards are explicitly stated, reaching a common understanding of what is valued 

when judging student work is challenging. In addition, Logan (2007) found that 

standards, especially towards the end of a qualification, are for many design educators 

based on the students’ readiness to enter the professional design practice. As design 

educators are often also design practitioners, or have spent some time in industry, their 

experience of a specific section of the industry may differ from that of a fellow assessor, 

and therefore what they value may differ. This assumption of a shared understanding of 

criteria is raised again in my discussion of the research findings (6.2, p.168). 

Tacit criteria, although not stated as outcomes or assessment criteria, are used in the 

assessment of practical design work and yet assessors and students may be unaware 

that these criteria are being used. This provides a fundamental challenge to arriving at a 

shared understanding of outcomes, assessment criteria and standards for assessors 

and students across multiple campuses where texts with explicitly-stated outcomes and 

criteria are the main medium for communicating what is valued. This approach has 

been challenged.  

The transfer of useful knowledge involves the transmission of both explicit 
and tacit knowledge. Consequently, a single-minded concentration on explicit 
knowledge and careful articulation of assessment criteria and standards is 
not, in itself, sufficient to share useful knowledge of the assessment process. 
(Rust et al., 2003, p. 151) 
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Shay (2008b) acknowledges that in education the judgements made by assessors are 

‘deeply tacit’, but suggests that, unless we are able to identify what forms of knowledge 

are valued within our discipline, we cannot assess this knowledge meaningfully. She 

proposes the use of knowledge theories to assist with describing what forms of 

disciplinary knowledge are valued, and therefore assessed. This is taken up by Steyn, 

who agrees that “a theory of knowledge helps to make visible the often tacit assumption 

and grounds for legitimation implicit in design curricula, which can privilege some 

students over others” (2012, p. iv). The consideration of the knowledges valued in GD 

assessment practice plays a central role in this case study (3.3) and these knowledges 

may be evidenced in the person, process and product. 

2.2.3 The assessment of person, process and product 

In art and design assessment, knowledge, skills and attributes are said to be evidenced 

in the person, the process and the final artefact13 or product (M. Biggs, 2002; de la 

Harpe et al., 2009; Demirkan & Hasirci, 2009). The person is the student as designer, 

the process is how they go about designing, and the product is the final design product 

or service, which might range in GD from a poster to a flash mob. In search of an 

objective form of design assessment, Christiaans and Venselaar (2005) query whether 

all three aspects of person, process and product can, or should, be assessed, 

especially the assessment of person. Their interpretation of person considers only 

personality traits, which they assert are dispositions and not easily changed through 

education. They therefore claim that the product or artefact should be “the only result 

that is accessible for assessment” (Christiaans & Venselaar, 2005, p. 220). This 

assumption is supported by B. Jackson (1995). However, in a study of journal articles 

on architecture, art and design, de la Harpe, et al. (2009) identified that the assessment 

of person, process and product all received attention in the literature. Ongoing debate 

regarding what should be assessed continues, but there is evidence that all three areas 

are considered in design assessment.  

                                            
13 Both artefact and artifact are used in this document. 
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The assessment of person, design process and design product provides a number of 

challenges to the assessor, student and, in my experience, to parents and other 

stakeholders. Which of these elements is being assessed, how it is assessed and which 

dominates at the various stages of assessment may not be clear to all stakeholders, 

including students and lecturers. The following section will address some of the 

challenges that assessment of person, process and product pose to the assessment 

practice that functions within the HEQSF.  

2.2.3.1 Person 

It is acknowledged that, in addition to the product and process, the individual design 

student as person is assessed (de la Harpe et al., 2009; Zehner et al., 2010; Orr & 

Bloxham, 2012). That students experience assessment in art and design as personal is 

supported by McKillop (2006) and Smith (2013). Yet assessors may be conflicted about 

including and using criteria where students, as well as their work, are the focus of 

assessment (Morgan, 2011). Orr (2010a) and Orr and Bloxham (2012) establish that 

assessors in panel marking sessions (2.2.4) discuss students, although their comments 

do not necessarily relate to a judgement of quality, standards, or the grades awarded. 

Barrow refers to the assessment of person in terms of their being able to “understand 

his or her self in relation to the rules that bound the production of ‘truth’ in the discipline” 

(2006, p. 363). This relates to Maton’s (2010b, 2014b) description of the specialist 

knower who may make claim to the knowledge valued within a discipline (3.2.5). Exactly 

what outcomes and criteria are used to assess the person may or may not be explicitly 

stated and shared. In addition, the criteria, if explicit, implicit or tacit, may vary with the 

pedagogic intent and between different contexts, institutions, lecturers and even briefs.  

Although there is little available literature on the assessment of the person in design, it 

appears that three areas may be assessed. The first considers the development of the 

student as a professional design practitioner, as they are expected to learn the rules of 

professional practice. The second looks at the development of the student as a socially-

responsible and ethical designer and person (5.4 and 6.4). The third acknowledges the 

progress of the individual student. The three areas of assessment do not only relate to 
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what needs to be learnt, but may also indicate what kind of person or identity is required 

to be accepted as a GD practitioner (5.2.1). 

The first approach to the assessment of person in design evaluates the student’s 

development as a professional design practitioner. Students would therefore be 

expected to understand how the discipline and practice function, what procedures and 

knowledges are valued and how to evaluate themselves and others, against these 

rules. Through pedagogy and assessment, students are encouraged to think and act 

differently and can align themselves with the practice and its set of rules, or challenge 

them (Barrow, 2006). Logan (2007) claims that comparing the student and their work to 

that of a professional practitioner for assessment purposes tends to occur mostly 

towards the end of the design qualification. For design students  

… the ‘world of the studio course’ (including the assessment associated with 
it) and the ‘real world’ of the designer were equivalent worlds, and that one’s 
success in the studio would be a good indicator of future success as a 
designer. (Barrow, 2006, p. 363)  

It seems evident that, in a career- or vocationally-focused course such as GD, industry-

based professional practice would be used as a yardstick against which to evaluate 

students’ work and their behaviour. Considering an evolving educational field such as 

GD, which shifts and changes with various influences such as trends in technology and 

industry (p.133), this might prove to be problematic.  

The criteria used to evaluate the person as design practitioner may be influenced by the 

assessor’s perception of the ‘ideal practitioner’ or ‘ideal student’, a perception that may 

be a somewhat unrealistic mirror of themselves. 

The ideal design student could be described as engaged, passionate, 
dedicated and willing to work long hours, in addition to having rounded skills, 
excelling at every aspect of the modern art and design curriculum, able to 
write, argue, debate, articulate, present, negotiate, draw, create, invent, and 
innovate, all within the context of the current politico-social global 
environment and capable of adapting and changing as the fast changing 
modern world throws technologies and problems their way. (Austerlitz et al., 
2008, p. 16) 



 
42 

 

The student’s growth as a professional design practitioner also implies the development 

of his/her ability to judge the quality of his/her own, and others’ work (Prentice, 2000). 

These skills may be more visible when demonstrated in written reflection (p.45), or 

verbally in the critique (crit)14, which includes peer assessment and feedback (Davies, 

1989). There is little evidence that this ability is directly or explicitly assessed, possibly 

because professional practitioners and the attributes or identities valued may be implicit 

within a discipline (Clarence-Fincham & Naidoo, 2013). It was common practice in my 

experience for assessors to refer to acceptable industry behaviour or standards during 

assessment and feedback sessions, and this was indicated in the data (6.3.2). Yet 

these criteria may be ‘hidden’ from the student and other stakeholders. 

Mathee (2009) refers to a second approach to pedagogy and assessment in the field of 

photography that links to developing the student’s life experience. This may be 

considered as an opportunity for students to transform “their intellect and character (the 

moral and ethical framework of their being)” (Barrow, 2006, p. 370) and would be 

supported in assessment by the use of reflection. Joubert and Economou provide an 

example of a project for design and photography students, with the aim of “emphasising 

social, environmental and ethical consciousness” (2009, p. 98). Although they indicate 

that outcomes and criteria that related to student engagement and transformation were 

designed and used, including assessing the transformation of students’ ideas and 

preconceptions of people and situations and their commitment to change, they state 

that no grades were awarded for these criteria because of ethical considerations 

(Joubert & Economou, 2009). In the design industry, issues of sustainability and human-

centred design versus commercial objectives may be sources of conflict and require 

ethical decisions to be made (6.4). Akama (2012) points out the difficulty of balancing 

ethical and moral choices against the commercial practice of design. She proposes an 

alternate approach in which ethics and morals are not prescribed by any one party, but 

are seen in relation to “the activity, the objects we use, the people we talk to, all become 

                                            
14 Different areas of design may use the term crit, or jury. These are presentation and feedback sessions 
where students present and substantiate their work to a panel of peers and assessors. Within the PISA 
context, the word crit was used to describe these events. 
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enmeshed in the embodied practice of reflection, transformation and self-awareness” 

(Akama, 2012). This type of transformation, which is necessary preparation to face the 

ethical and moral issues that design students encounter in the industry, has not 

received enough attention in design pedagogy (Oak, 2000; Moalosi, Rapitsenyane, & 

M’Rithaa, 2010). That designers should have an ethical and socially-responsible 

practice is a focus of the broader design discourse (5.4), yet in education there is a 

hesitancy to assess these elements of person. 

The third aspect of the person that may be assessed accommodates the progress or 

improvement that an individual student makes over time, which may be described as 

‘ideographic’, ‘mastery’ or ‘ipsative’ assessment (Morgan, 2011, p. 54). Commonly used 

at the formative stages, this form of assessment is seldom used at the summative 

assessment stage, or for the generation of marks. Hughes argues for the benefits of 

ipsative assessment and ipsative feedback when she indicates that it “has the potential 

to enable learners to invest in achievable goals, to become more intrinsically motivated 

through focusing on longer term development, and to raise their self-esteem and 

ultimately their performance” (2011, p. 366). 

When marking art and design work, assessors often discuss students’ circumstances, 

personalities and their working approach to projects, as these are used as a way to 

track a student’s development (Orr & Bloxham, 2012). Similarly, in my experience, 

aspects such as improvement and hard work are often valued by GD lecturers, students 

and parents. In Smart and Dixon’s research into the assessment of performing arts, 

students questioned the fact that the final product carried the greatest significance, and 

that assessors valued “creative skill and ‘talent’ above other qualities which they 

perceived to be equally important such as hard work, dependability, personal and inter-

personal skills” (2002, p. 197). This is confirmed by Smith (2013), who found that 

students studying interior design felt that the emotional investment and hard work 

should be rewarded in assessment and with grades. Nonetheless, ipsative assessment 

is not seen as acceptable practice in HE assessment (Orr, 2007; Hughes, 2011). This 

implies that the individual progress that a student makes could not be accommodated 
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where the same outcomes and criteria for a brief are used for every student. In addition, 

the PISA multi-campus structure required a pre-defined sequence of submission dates, 

therefore students were assessed at the same point irrespective of their individual rate 

of progress.  

2.2.3.2 Process 

The design process, especially one that applies to all areas of design and to all 

individual designers, is a highly-debated concept (Friedman, 2000b; Reyman et al., 

2006). In this case study, the design process that I refer to encompasses the various 

steps the student must take, from problem identification through to the production of a 

product or service. In design education, process can be seen as one of the key learning 

opportunities (Ellmers & Foley, 2007), as it is here that students must make use of 

various types of knowledge and take the majority of their strategic and creative 

decisions. The lecturer is often very involved at each stage of the design process and 

may facilitate “explorations of conceptual and procedural knowledge to support the 

design work being completed” (Coleman, 2015, p. 264). Because of the challenge of 

assessing student learning from merely the product, GD practical work is often 

accompanied by what is referred to as ‘process work’. At PISA, each student’s process 

work was documented in a visual diary, which might include research or source 

material, rough drawings illustrating a number of concepts at various stages of 

development, and written explanations. Documenting the design process provides 

evidence of the individual student’s creative and thinking processes that assessors can 

consider. Process work may reveal the student’s “sensitivity to problems, fluency of 

ideas, ability to produce a quantity of solutions, flexible thinking, production of original 

ideas that demonstrate analysis and synthesis, and self-evaluation” (Pritchard and 

Albon (2003), as cited in Morgan, 2011, p. 65). The process work may indicate the 

connections that students have made to the broader social contexts, design traditions 

and professional practices. The evidence in the visual diary may also be used by 

assessors to check the authenticity of a student’s work, to ensure that the ideas, images 

and text have not been copied.  
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In some cases, design objectives, strategies, process work and the final product may be 

formally presented to peers, lecturers and even industry practitioners for review and 

feedback. This can happen at different stages during the progress of a brief. In addition, 

students may be required to reflect on their learning as part of the process work; this is 

aimed at assisting students to build metacognition, or an awareness of their own 

learning process and progress (Bland, 2005; Winters, 2011). Based on the work of 

Schön (1987), reflection on learning, often in the form of reflective journals or reports 

(Davies, 1998; Ellmers, 2000; N. Jackson, 2004; Orr, 2010c), has been integrated into 

design pedagogy and assessment, especially at the formative stages. Journals usually 

contain both images and text, which may be challenging for students who are not 

always comfortable with expressing themselves in writing. In some cases design 

students are resistant to written reflection, which they see as too ‘academic’ (Ellmers et 

al., 2008, p. 80). A further challenge may be the evidencing, or reflecting on the wicked 

problem solving strategies that integrate explicit knowledge, procedures and judgement 

with tacit elements such as intuition, especially if students are not adequately trained in 

reflection.  

As the design process advances, students may or may not be successful at the various 

stages, but even failures can be perceived as learning experiences (Fremantle & 

Kearney, 2015). The shift of emphasis from product to process in design education 

engages with the concept that a student may learn a great deal through the process of 

conceptualising, designing and making, but not necessarily arrive at a particularly good 

final product. Equally they may generate a good product, but not have learnt a great 

deal (Davies, 1989). 

2.2.3.3 Product 

The GD product in the PISA context would be the final design piece, such as a short 

animation, web site, poster or corporate identity. Buchanan (2001) sees design products 

as being broader than this and includes the design of communications, experiences and 

services. Although the artefact has and continues to be the focus of most summative 

assessment opportunities, there is still debate regarding how knowledge can be 
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embodied in the product, or even if the same ‘rules’ for the creation of knowledge 

should apply to art and design (Scrivener, 2002). This is further discussed in section 

5.2.2.2. The acceptance that the design product embodies certain knowledges is 

supported by the increasing recognition of practice-based research within art and 

design HE research communities. This indicates a shift to acknowledging that evidence 

of knowledge, and even evidence of new knowledge, may be ‘read’ or found in the 

artefact.  

In design education, the collection of design artefacts or products in the form of a 

portfolio has traditionally been used for the summative assessment event. There are 

those who feel that the product embodies both person and process and therefore all 

three can be assessed through considering the artefact alone (B. Jackson, 1995; 

Goldschmidt, 2003; Christiaans & Venselaar, 2005; Lindström, 2007). This opinion is 

not necessarily held by all. “Outstanding design artifacts do speak for themselves and 

for their makers. Nevertheless, artifacts do not articulate or clarify the design process” 

(Friedman, 1997, p. 56). Others claim, as discussed previously, that, for student 

learning to be evidenced, additional material such as process work and reflective 

journals should be included, especially to explicate the design process (Bruton, 2007; 

Ellmers et al., 2008; N. Jackson, 2008). In addition, some claim that elements that relate 

to a student’s work ethic, dedication and participation cannot be assessed from the 

product alone by an ‘outsider’ assessor (Graham & Sims-Gunzenhauser, 2009), this is 

substantiated by Orr’s (2010c) findings that, in the creative arts, the assessor should 

know the student.  

The debate regarding the difficulty of ‘reading’ the student’s knowledge, problem 

solving, thinking, judgement-making and many other skills and attributes from just the 

final product therefore remains contested. This is further discussed in section 5.2 in 

relation to the generation of new design knowledge. It appears that in design education 

the inclusion of process work assists in making the individual student’s objectives, as 

well as their research, thinking, decision making, planning and conceptualising, more 

open to scrutiny and therefore to evaluation. This is of particular importance when 



 
47 

 

students choose very different creative solutions when presented with wicked problems. 

Each student’s work may, in these instances, have to be assessed in terms of their own 

self-defined solution and related outcomes. 

Based on the previous sections, it has been established that person, process and 

product are all elements that are considered in design assessment and yet there 

appears to be some dispute as to how, when and even whether this should occur. 

When considering the assessment of person, assessors are hesitant to acknowledge 

and use criteria related to the transformation of the student. The hesitance could be 

based on the difficulty of establishing and using clear criteria, as well as on ethical 

considerations. Assessment of person implies the assessment of the individual against 

their own set of criteria, something that would be difficult when attempted within the 

HEQSF framework and with large student numbers. There appears to be some 

agreement on the importance of assessing process which can provide evidence of 

research, planning, judgement and thinking skills. These elements may be documented 

in reflective journals, visual diaries or presentations, although not all of these might be 

made available to all assessors at each assessment stage. Once again this may be 

constrained by the practicalities of space, time and cost, as it is time consuming for 

assessors to study visual diaries and to read each student’s reflections (p.198). A 

number of factors therefore result in an emphasis on the final product as evidence to be 

used in summative assessment. As the final product is open to interpretation by each 

assessor (Souleles, 2006; Belluigi, 2015), this can lead to a range of possible value 

judgements, rather than one absolute mark. As panel or group marking is often used in 

art and design assessment, the differing perspectives of assessors are brought together 

in an environment where marks are debated and negotiated.  

2.2.4 Panel or group marking 

Making use of a panel of experts to evaluate and grade art and design practical work is 

common practice in art and design assessment. This system was required at PISA at 

both the formative and summative assessment stages (2.1.4). The number of assessors 

making up the panel varied in size, but PISA policy required at least two internal 
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assessors to assess the formative briefs, generally the lecturer of the module and one 

other lecturer. For summative assessments, a panel of lecturers awarded an internal 

mark for the portfolio and then at least one external moderator moderated this mark with 

the lecturer present.  

A common aspect of panel marking is that student work is discussed and marks are 

arrived at through discussion, negotiation and agreement. Orr (2007) and Morgan 

(2011) propose that these panel marking sessions and the conversations held are in 

themselves one of the ways that lecturers share and learn about standards. Panel 

marking values discussion and the sharing of interpretations, standards and marks, 

which Johnston (2004) considers an interpretivist approach to assessment, as each 

assessor brings their identity and what they value to the debate. From these sometimes 

differing perspectives, what is valued and the standards to be applied must be 

negotiated and constructed by the participants. This begs the question of exactly how 

agreement is reached and whether assessors have an equal say in devising standards 

and describing what is valued. Orr (2007) found that more junior assessors deferred to 

their more senior colleagues when assessing art. In the research of Harman and 

McDowell (2011), although lecturers projected a positivist view of assessment including 

their own objectivity when using outcomes and criteria, the community was not united in 

their identity as assessors. Their identities were based on various discourses circulating 

in the design school and “linked to the multiple social purposes served by assessment” 

(Harman & McDowell, 2011, p. 49). As a particular discourse may dominate in a 

particular institution, for instance industry practices and standards, other discourses 

such as design theory may be subjugated. Shifts in what assessors value may change 

with time, with changes in institutional priorities, such as an emphasis on employability, 

or when new assessors with different experiences are introduced. An interpretivist 

perspective therefore contrasts strongly with a positivist perspective to assessment, 

which supposes that one objective, correct mark can be awarded for any piece of work 

(Johnston, 2004). It therefore contrasts with the HEQSF concept of externally set, pre-

defined, clear outcomes and criteria, and marking against these, as individual assessors 

may identify and value different outcomes and use different criteria. 
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Although some see panel marking as an attempt to ensure objectivity (Dziwa, 2013) and 

an effort to give legitimacy to a subjective process (Gordon, 2004), Orr (2010c) claims 

that panel marking is a characteristic that defines art and design pedagogy, rather than 

merely a process followed for compliance. She points out that panel marking is the 

opposite of the anonymous and standardised marking which is often a requirement in 

massified education (Orr, 2010c). Panel marking can be time consuming and labour 

intensive, and therefore costly (Walker & Barfield, 2006). In my experience, the external 

moderation of approximately twenty first-year GD student portfolios can take a full day. 

This type of assessment is therefore potentially at risk in a for-profit institution, where 

high student numbers, efficiency, reliability and cost effectiveness are linked to 

institutional or programme viability (2.1.1).  

Research into panel marking in art and design has tended to focus on the formative 

assessment stage that takes place within the design critique or jury event (Ellmers, 

2000; Elkins, 2001; Belluigi, 2015). Aspects that have been addressed include student 

understanding and learning in these situations (Blair, 2004, 2006; Reid & Solomonides, 

2007; Shreeve, Wareing, & Drew, 2008), the aspects of design that are emphasised in 

verbal exchanges (Oak, 2000) and the power dynamics of these events (Webster, 2006, 

2007, 2010). Susan Orr’s extensive body of research (1999, 2007, 2010a, 2010b, 

2010c, 2011) speaks most directly to identifying what knowledge, skills and attributes 

assessors value in art and design practical work. In addition, she is critical of a positivist 

paradigm to assessment in creative art and design education. Orr (2011) considers the 

identity of the assessor as critical to what is valued in assessment, while Elkins (2001) 

sees the assessor as representing a particular community in the fine art crit. Belluigi 

(2015) also considers the identity of the assessor and their professional practice in fine 

art assessment. It appears that the assessor’s identity may be formed by his/her role as 

artist, educator, ex-student, art practitioner or position in the design/arts arena and in 

the institution. This ties in with Shay’s (2005, p. 664) claim that assessment is socially 

situated and therefore variations in marks are not in fact ‘errors’, but rather a reflection 

of different assessor perspectives. Logan (2007) too identifies that design educators 

may serve two masters, the institutional assessment discourse and process, and the 
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expectations of the design industry. Identities in design assessment are not only in 

conflict, but in flux as this identity is often re-negotiated (Harman & McDowell, 2011, p. 

50). Therefore, within panel marking, assessors bring a range of perspectives to the 

event which may align, be in conflict, and even shift over time or within specific 

circumstances.  

Some propose that, through the panel marking process values, criteria and standards 

can be shared within a community of practice (Kethro, 2007; Orr, 2011). Harland and 

Sawdon (2011) describe how a community of practice, which includes staff and 

students, can be used to establish assessment criteria. The theory of a community of 

practice as proposed by Wenger (1998, pp. 72–85) is based on ‘mutual engagement’, 

‘joint enterprise’, and a ‘shared repertoire’, through which the community builds, 

negotiates, shares and constructs meaning. In this way the community has a common 

understanding, which will influence what they consider to be legitimate knowledge, 

pedagogy and assessment criteria and standards. Elkins (2001), when describing 

critiques held in fine art, refers to these panels as ‘interpretive communities’ (Fish, 

1980), and when there is agreement amongst the panellists they become ‘stable 

communities’. However, there has been some criticism of the concept of the community 

of practice within assessment. For instance, the assumption that individuals within these 

communities share the same standards may not be the case. As Shay (2005) points 

out, conflict and disagreement occur within other disciplinary communities, while Jawitz 

(2007) proposes that novice or new assessors may find it difficult to adjust to local 

standards. These standards often remain tacit but, even if they are made explicit, 

outsiders and even some insiders may not understand them (Allais, 2007b). Craft 

apprenticeships, as communities of practice, tend to be local and context specific and 

therefore meaning cannot be shared with outsiders Bird and Gamble (1996), as cited in 

Allais, (2007b). Kethro uses the community of practice framework to analyse 

assessment approaches in design and found that assessors “embody outward 

programme repertoires of design practice, but do not essentially represent the inward 

educational values of assessors” (2007, p. 56). In other words, the potential conflict of 

identities described in the work of Logan (2006), where lecturers take up positions as 
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either educators, or design practitioners, may play out at different stages in the 

assessment process and in different circumstances. This conflict between educational 

objectives and standards and industry objectives and standards appears to be an 

acknowledged source of potential conflict when it comes to design assessment, as both 

elements play a role in the construction of curriculum and assessment (Clarence-

Fincham & Naidoo, 2013). If these communities have a shared understanding of criteria 

and standards, which is debatable, they may only have a limited reach. Therefore, 

within a multi-campus structure, standards on one campus may not extend to a 

common understanding of standards on another campus. 

In spite of the variety of perspectives, identities and power dynamics at play during 

panel marking sessions, the conversations held between assessors provided a valuable 

source of qualitative data for this study (4.1.5.6). As panel discussions range over the 

value of student work, as well as the students themselves (Orr, 2007), these are 

conversations in which the knowledges valued and value judgements made come to 

light. Nevertheless, interpreting the panellists’ conversations and accessing the 

knowledge-knower structures used as the basis for value judgements was challenging. I 

indicate a number of the more general issues below, some of which I encountered in the 

data analysis stage (4.1.6). 

 Elkins (2001) points out that in a critique, which could similarly apply to panel 

marking sessions, assessors who are talking while thinking and formulating 

opinions may use different ‘languages’ informed by their identity and may not 

elaborate on their judgements. What they say and mean may not always be 

clear.  

 The discourse used by the experts can be difficult to interpret by the non-expert 

(Webster, 2007), such as myself.  

 There may be mismatches between what is stated in the conversations and the 

grades awarded (Orr, 2007).  

 The use of tacit knowledge implies that what is valued may not always be 
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verbalised (Björklund, 2008) in these panel discussions.  

 The shifts in identity discussed previously imply that what is experienced in one 

situation may not apply in a different situation. For instance, when marking with a 

colleague of equal status and marking with a more powerful external moderator, 

the identity of the assessor, what they value and the judgements that they make, 

may shift.  

2.3 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have positioned this case study within the broader context of HE, the 

institutional structures and the culture of GD assessment. I began by describing the HE 

system in South Africa and how the government’s ideologies underpin the policies and 

objectives for HE. These policies have also had a very direct impact on the growth of 

PHE and on the compliance and performance expectations for the specific PHE 

institution and its multi-campus structure. I have concluded that the government’s 

regulatory and compliance focus has resulted in increased scrutiny of the performance 

of the institution. It has also contributed to a positivist view of assessment and an 

emphasis on transparency, validity and reliability. This, coupled with the defining of 

student and institutional success based on pass and graduation rates, puts pressure on 

assessors in PHE to achieve success and to be able to justify the judgements that they 

make. As the Dean, I was positioned at the border between the institutional objectives 

of profitability, efficiency, compliance and success and a complex social assessment 

practice with its own rules and culture. Both aspects influenced my role as researcher 

(4.1.3). 

In the second section of this chapter, I described the assessment processes, 

procedures and characteristics which fall within the traditions and culture of art and 

design assessment. The complexity of wicked outcomes; the use of tacit knowledge; 

accepting that person, process and product may all be used to evidence learning; and 

the complexities of the panel marking system were described.  

By considering these characteristics of design assessment, I have highlighted that 

design assessment does not always align well with the objectives of the HEQSF and 
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criterion-referenced assessment system which dominates HE in South Africa. Nor does 

it always accommodate the profit-driven aspects of PHE and the multi-campus structure 

that PISA used to maximise its offerings within the South African market. I have 

concluded that defining and agreeing on what knowledges are valued in the design 

discipline and the related assessment is complex, influenced by a shifting assessor 

identity and open to interpretation. The structures and cultures discussed in this chapter 

were all explicit and observable parts of the case study context (4.1) which influenced 

the underlying knowledge-knower structures that the GD assessment practice was built 

on (6.2). In order to identify what underlying knowledge-knower structures were valued 

in GD assessment, I introduce the metatheory and knowledge theories that were used 

in the case study in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 3 Conceptual framework 

This chapter makes explicit the metatheory and conceptual framework that I selected for 

use in this case study of GD assessment practice. Critical realism serves as the 

metatheory, and the substantive theories of Bernstein (1971, 1986, 1996, 1999) and 

Maton (2008a, 2010a, 2010b, 2014b) offer the language used to describe knowledge, 

knowledge-knower structures and the organising of knowledge in the curriculum, 

including in assessment. The broader objectives of this chapter are to provide insight 

into the epistemology and ontology that guided my research, and how these align with 

the topic, the theories used and the aims of my study. The more direct and practical 

connections between the research design, the metatheory and knowledge theories are 

dealt with in Chapter 4.  

I begin by introducing the philosophy of critical realism and its key concepts. As there 

are various types and interpretations of critical realist thinking, I have primarily used the 

work of Bhaskar (1998a, 1998b, 2008a, 2008b) and Danermark et al. (2002) as a basis 

for the description. In section 3.1 I describe the role of critical realism as the metatheory 

which informs the ontology and epistemology of this case study. In the following 

sections, the critical realist philosophy and social realist view of knowledge are linked to 

the knowledge theories used.  

In educational research we are concerned with ‘knowledge questions’, where 

knowledge is considered as an object that may be studied (Corson, 1991, p. 235). A 

social realist approach sees knowledge not only as social, but as real, with properties, 

powers and tendencies (Maton & Muller, 2006; Maton, 2014b). For that reason, I make 

use of the concepts provided by Bernstein (1971, 1986, 1996, 1999) and Maton (2008a, 

2010a, 2010b, 2014b), which allow for the examination and consideration of knowledge 

and the underlying knowledge-knower structures, and how a practice-based discipline 

such as GD may have its own unique forms of knowledge structures. Reaching a 

deeper understanding of how disciplinary knowledge is organised at the different stages 

of education has enabled me to consider the impact of the GD specialist knowledge-
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knower structure and the significance of changes to this structure, especially on aspects 

such as achievement and assessment. 

Bernstein’s (1971, 1986, 1996, 1999) theories provided me with a valuable framework 

with which to consider the organising of knowledge. In addition, Legitimation Code 

Theory (LCT)Specialisation (Maton, 2008a, 2010a, 2010b, 2014b) offered the tool to 

critically engage in a finer analysis of the underlying organising principles of disciplinary 

knowledge. The concepts and language of LCT were used in my study to identify the 

underlying principles used to establish and control legitimate knowledge and the 

legitimate knower within educational practices. As the LCT specialisation dimension 

accommodates both knowledge and knower (3.4.1) it is well suited for analysing 

practice-based disciplines, such as GD. Using LCT(Specialisation) enabled me to define 

the organising principles or the ‘rules of the game’ of what constitutes legitimate 

knowledge and knower in the practice of GD assessment. 

3.1 Knowledge theories 

The following section describes the theoretical framework used in this case study. As 

knowledge plays a pivotal role in higher education (Case, 2011) and knowledge is the 

object of assessment (Shay, 2008b), the theoretical framework chosen considers the 

structuring of knowledge at various stages in education, including at the formative and 

summative assessment stages. The framework and theories facilitated access to 

deeper levels of reality and therefore enabled me to uncover some of the underlying 

causal mechanisms of the GD assessment practice.  

As described in the previous section, critical realism considers knowledge to be an 

object that can be studied and analysed, and its effects evaluated. The knowledges 

used in education have structures, with properties, powers and tendencies, and 

therefore “the forms taken by knowledge have significance for everything from societal 

structure, through institutional organization, to individual identity and consciousness” 

(Maton, 2014b, p. 66). Critical realism offers an alternative to a positivist perspective, 

where knowledge is considered to be objective and free from societal contexts and 

values, and to a constructivist approach, where knowledge is seen as socially 
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constructed and reflecting the values of actors or groups (Danermark et al., 2002; 

Maton & Moore, 2009). Instead of accepting either a positivist or a constructivist 

perspective, social realism offers a ‘both/and’ approach, which acknowledges that 

knowledge should not be seen “as a reflection of either some essential truth or social 

power but as something in its own right, whose different forms have effects for 

intellectual and educational practices” (Maton & Moore, 2009, p. 2). 

Existing research on GD assessment tends to focus on the experience of individuals or 

groups who are part of an assessment practice and the difficulties of assessing creative 

processes and products, as well as the role of assessment and feedback in the learning 

experience (p.4). There is, therefore, little focus on disciplinary knowledge, or 

knowledge structures in this field. That knowledge should be central to research in 

education, including curriculum design and assessment, is acknowledged by a number 

of authors (Shay, 2008b; Carvalho et al., 2009; Wheelahan, 2010; Case, 2011). Maton 

(2014b) indicates that there are a number of reasons why knowledge is not ‘seen’ and 

therefore not studied. He proposes that this ‘knowledge-blindness’ arises from a dearth 

of theories on knowledge, a lack of analysis on the forms and effects of knowledge, and 

the fact that all forms of knowledge are perceived to be the same (Maton, 2014b, p. 2). 

In critical realist terms, he also questions why, if knowledge has “inner structures with 

properties, powers and tendencies” (Maton, 2014b, p. 2), its effects are seldom 

analysed.  

In this case study, the literature reviewed relating to disciplinary knowledge valued in 

GD (5.2) highlights the uniqueness of GD knowledges, as well as the difficulties of 

describing and agreeing on what the legitimate disciplinary knowledge in this field might 

be. A lack of agreement on what design knowledge is and of an adequate language to 

describe these types of knowledges may impede research on assessment, which is so 

closely linked to knowledge. In order to achieve a focus on knowledge as an object with 

real powers in the GD assessment practice, Bernstein’s (1971, 1986, 1996, 1999) 

theories provided the macro concepts used to examine the underlying knowledge 
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structures in this study. Legitimation Code Theory (Specialisation) provided the finer-

grained analytical tool for analysing the evaluative criteria used in GD assessment.  

3.2 Critical realist metatheory 

Critical realism is not a social theory, a research methodology or a process used to 

conduct research. It is a philosophy or metatheory that in this study underpins  

… the most fundamental and decisive questions, on which we have to decide 
in research: the ontological question of how reality is constructed, and the 
epistemological question of our chances of acquiring knowledge about it. 
(Danermark et al., 2002, p. 10)  

The role of the critical realist metatheory was therefore to inform my research practice 

and to assist me with articulating both the explicit and implicit underpinnings of my 

perspective.  

As described in Chapter 1, a positivist paradigm had influenced my goals as Dean to 

find a solution to the ‘problem’ of mark variances. Given my previous research (Giloi & 

du Toit, 2013), reading and experience as a creative art and design educator, I 

understood some of the complexities of GD assessment, including the different forms of 

knowledges that are used and valued, as well as the role of the assessor and his/her 

identity as expert. These two perspectives can be seen to loosely align with Sousa’s 

claim that “positivists see the social world as a closed system wherein cause–effect 

relations can be readily observed or experienced, postmodernists’ diametrical viewpoint 

is that the social world is fully socially constructed by humankind” (2010, p. 456). Hence, 

when considering an approach that would enable me to provide a deeper understanding 

of GD assessment, I felt that I needed to accommodate both what was visible and 

observable and what was experienced by individuals. This was in order to identify what 

might lie beneath the surface of the GD assessment practice. Certain statements 

resonated with me, such as:  

The common admission by academics to the use of ‘gut-feel’ and intuition is 
testimony to the existence of other criteria which have their legitimacy in the 
reservoirs of knowledge from which academics draw when making 
professional judgements. (Shay, 2008b, p. 298) 
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This statement indicates that a number of levels of understanding are used in 

assessment, which might include assessors’ personal experience and their tacit and 

explicit knowledge, and that this potentially emerges from disciplinary knowledge drawn 

from a number of areas including professional and educational practices. Shay (2008b) 

goes on to acknowledge that, although assessment is a social practice, disciplinary 

knowledge cannot be left out of an assessment discourse. She proposes that a critical 

realist approach allows for knowledge, as an object, to be studied (Shay, 2008b). Given 

the context of this study and the existing critique of various approaches to research on 

assessment, I understood that a critical realist approach would allow me to study 

knowledge as an object that might be identified, described and considered in terms of 

the structures and mechanisms that generate a phenomenon. In addition, as realists 

“consider both the observables and unobservable of the world as objects of potential 

inquiry” (Sousa, 2010, p. 463), both empirical data and theories could be used to 

interpret the practice and experiences of the assessors, which could assist with 

uncovering the underlying mechanisms that influence assessment and make it what it 

is. 

With a few exceptions (Carvalho, 2010; Di Russo & Feast, 2013; Kethro, 2013), to my 

knowledge critical realism has not been used extensively as an explicit metatheory for 

research in design or design education. An interpretivist approach within a constructivist 

paradigm is most commonly used in these fields (Hickman, 2008). The latter implies a 

focus on the experiences of individuals and groups, students and lecturers, rather than 

on knowledge. Shay (2008b, p. 595) asserts that, in research investigating assessment, 

a social constructivist approach has improved our understanding of assessment 

practice, but knowledge, which is the basis for assessment, has not been explicitly 

considered. In contrast, a critical realist approach can be used to investigate knowledge 

in many areas of education, as it is important to understand how and why disciplinary 

knowledges are structured (3.1) within educational contexts (Maton, 2014b), including at 

the assessment stage. In the following sections I will outline the philosophy of critical 

realism and how it contributed to my study. 
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Some of the basic tenets of critical realism are that: reality exists independent of our 

knowledge of it; reality is stratified; and our knowledge of reality is always fallible, but 

certain explanations regarding reality can be judged to be more effective than others 

(Danermark et al., 2002). Bhaskar (2008a) proposes that reality consists of three 

overlapping domains: the ‘real’, the ‘actual’ and the ‘empirical’, as illustrated in Table 2. 

We can only experience and observe events that take place at the level of the empirical. 

Observable events at this level indicate a tendency for the objects of the natural and 

social worlds to generate ‘mechanisms’. Although the mechanism and objects that 

cause events are not directly knowable, a critical realist approach aims to identify and 

explain them, as well as their powers and liabilities. The explanation arrived at can be 

used as the starting point to implement change, as a critical realist approach ultimately 

aims to transform practice (Corson, 1991; Danermark et al., 2002). 

Table 2: Domains (Bhaskar, 2008a, p. 47) 

 Domain of the 

Real 

Domain of the Actual Domain of the 

Empirical 

Mechanisms    

Events    

Experiences    

 

In a structured reality, Bhaskar (2008a) refers to there being two sides to knowledge. 

The first “are the real things and structures, mechanisms and processes, events and 

possibilities of the world; and for the most part they are quite independent of us” 

(Bhaskar, 1998a, p. 17). The social world is therefore made up of structures which 

are relatively intransitive, these are real and contain powers and mechanisms that 

are the objects of research. These structures, although independent of people, 

cannot exist without people. Examples of such structures might be markets, the 

economy and communication structures. The second side to knowledge is transitive, 

created by human activity and includes, for instance, the theories and models we 



 
60 

 

use to describe objects in the real domain. These transitive elements are fallible, are 

open to critique, and may change, be revised or replaced over time, because they 

are historically and socially situated (Corson, 1991; Scott, 2005). As Wheelahan 

indicates:  

… the purpose of knowledge is to understand that objective reality, even if 
our knowledge is always impartial, socially mediated, and marked by the 
social conditions under which it was produced, which includes power and 
privilege. (2007, p. 641) 

Acknowledging the fallibility of knowledge within a critical realist approach has a 

number of implications for my research. Firstly, as researcher, I do not have direct 

access to the domain of the real, therefore my perspective was both guided and 

limited by my and others’ interpretations and conceptualisation of events (Scott, 

2005; Elder-Vass, 2007). Secondly, the research process implies selecting between 

approaches, theories, voices, interpretations and many other elements. These 

decisions were guided by my own ways of ‘seeing’ (Sayer, 2010). Thirdly, as critical 

realism considers research to be transformative, by implication any theory, 

description or explanation of the world could cause changes in that world, making 

the ideation inaccurate (Scott, 2005). By uncovering the knowledge-knower 

structures valued in GD assessment, not only has my understanding of GD been 

transformed, but through feedback sessions with participants, the institutional 

practice and individual assessor’s practice could potentially be transformed (7.3).  

Bhaskar (2008b) claims that, while knowledge is fallible, some explanations or 

understandings may be better than others. There is some debate as to how one 

establishes the effectiveness of theories and explanations (Peacock, 1999; 

Fleetwood, 2006), but generally valid explanations are established through a number 

of methods, which are discussed in section 4.3. These include the use of both theory 

and empirical observation to identify and analyse relevant causal mechanisms. In 

addition, the researcher must consider potential mistakes, absences and 

contradictions (Sayer, 2010) and the implications of these. In a critical realist 

explanation, knowledge should be both practically relevant (Danermark et al., 2002) 
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and also relevant for the actors who are part of the context of the study (Jessop, 

2000). Arriving at a different or a potentially better explanation requires ‘judgemental 

rationality’, which encompasses a rigorous and ethical research process, as well as 

reflexivity and responsibility on the part of the researcher (Bhaskar, 2008b). In 

addition, as knowledge is to some extent independent of actors, certain rational 

explanations will, when considered in the context of disciplinary and existing 

knowledge, be evaluated as having better explanatory power than others (Maton, 

2014b). Critical realism therefore “claims to be able to combine and reconcile 

ontological realism, epistemological relativism and judgmental rationality” (M. Archer, 

Bhaskar, Collier, & T. Lawson, 1998, p. xi). Guided by the metatheory, my aim in this 

dissertation was to provide the best possible explanation for the phenomenon of GD 

assessment. My practical approach to establishing a reasonable explanation is 

discussed in relation to the research design in Chapter 4. 

A social phenomenon, such as the GD assessment practice at PISA, occurs within 

an open system and therefore cannot be delimited or controlled, as in a closed 

scientific experiment. One of the characteristics of an open system is that it is 

peopled, as, without people, society and practices would not exist (M. Archer et al., 

1998; Ayers, 2011). Critical realism asserts that these actors are both born into an 

already existing society, and make up society. As my research considers an 

educational practice within a social context, many objects, structures and 

mechanisms interact within the context to produce an event or phenomenon. When 

considering the assessment practice and what makes it possible, the knowledges 

valued by assessors and used as the basis to judge student work were essential to 

understanding the practice. These were revealed in the panel marking sessions. It 

was here that actors exposed their beliefs, ideas, opinions, experiences, and 

intentions, and the capacity to interpret their own social worlds (Corson, 1991). The 

data generated from the assessment documents and observed marking sessions 

was linked to the knowledge theories, in order to “decode and decipher the 

conceptual schemes informing those practices” (Bhaskar, 2008b, p. 15). The 

interpretation and practice of individual assessors was therefore essential for a rich 
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description of the GD assessment practice, although these perspectives were only 

part of a possible description.  

Critical realism accommodates the practitioner’s conceptions, both explicit and tacit, 

with the understanding that these conceptions may be critiqued and even refuted 

(Collier, 1994, p. 167). In this study, the perceptions of the assessors as 

practitioners were a valuable source of data. As this approach acknowledges the 

fallibility of knowledge, the perspectives of individuals have to be seen as part of a 

‘double hermeneutic’, in that both myself as researcher and the individual making up 

society interpret meaning. In terms of critical realist ontology, people do not have 

experience of the real, but only of the empirical, and so may have limited 

understanding of the mechanisms that exist at other levels. The questions posed in 

critical realism consider  

What sort of object are we trying to describe and explain? To what extent 
is it a product of the interpretations of human beings, and to what extent is 
it structured by deeper causes which are opaque to human 
consciousness? (Outhwaite, 1999, p. 292)  

In my study, the analysis of the criteria as stated in the study guides and as 

described by the assessors was used to identify the underlying structures and 

mechanisms. This was necessary to gain a better understanding of the assessment 

practice. As the criteria used in assessment may be explicit, implicit or even tacit 

(2.2.2), it was essential to identify what was both present and absent in the criteria, 

what aligned between the valued GD knowledge that was stated in the study guides 

and the assessors’ criteria, and what did not align. In spite of the difficulties of 

accessing actors’ understandings and the limitations of both the assessors and my 

understandings of the assessment practice, these “accounts form the indispensable 

starting point of social enquiry” (M. Archer et al., 1998, p. xvi). The actors’ accounts 

and perceptions are particularly important, as people maintain, contribute, interact 

and sometimes change the objects, structures and mechanisms that they are in 

contact with and therefore may act as causal agents. This implies that they may 

adapt and respond to events, and contribute to and change the social world. For 
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instance, after the member check feedback session held as part of this case study 

(p.113), assessors became aware of the knowledge-knower structures that underpin 

GD assessment. This understanding could possibly inform their own practice as well 

as their shaping of the institutional assessment practice.  

3.2.1 Abstraction 

When investigating phenomena in a complex reality, or open system such as 

education, a critical realist approach may make use of abstract concepts, or 

abstractions, as a means to conceptualise structures (Danermark et al., 2002). This 

is achieved through focusing on one element or a feature of an element of an event, 

while the others fall away into the background (T. Lawson, 1998). The abstract can 

thus “be understood as an ‘extract’ from reality, an extract consisting of the 

‘fundamental part’, the ‘essence’ or the ‘core’ of a phenomenon, which is as real a 

phenomenon as any other” (Danermark et al., 2002, p. 48). However, abstraction 

cannot be achieved through breaking down the object into its parts, as objects 

cannot be reduced to their constituent parts. This is of particular significance in 

social research as the separating of people into their constituent parts, or a society 

into individuals, will not directly reveal the mechanisms that produce a social 

phenomenon (Danermark et al., 2002).  

According to T. Lawson (1998), abstraction takes place from the initial selection of a 

phenomenon of study, through to the choice of theories used to identify, understand 

and explain structures and mechanisms. In critical realism, theory is not only used at 

the empirical level, but at all levels of reality (Danermark et al., 2002). This means 

that theories may be used to conceptualise, or abstract causal mechanisms, and by 

using concepts such as race or gender, a deeper-level mechanism may be 

represented, even though it cannot be observed (Danermark et al., 2002). My choice 

of focusing on knowledge and knowledge-knower theories can be seen as the first 

step in the process of abstraction. In this study, knowledge theories were used to 

identify an element of the phenomenon of GD assessment: these were the 

knowledge-knower structures that were specifically valued in GD. In using theories, 
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there is a movement from concrete to abstract, and abstract to concrete, making use 

of empirical observation and theory construction (Fairclough, 2005; Sayer, 2010), as 

illustrated in Figure 1 below. This process thus enabled me, as researcher, to shift 

from the empirical level to postulate about mechanisms at the deeper levels of 

reality.   

  

 

Figure 1: Types of research (Sayer, 2010, p. 159) 

3.2.1.1 Abduction and retroduction 

In the process of using theory and observation, deduction may be used to compare the 

empirical data to an existing theory. Alternately, in order to access deeper levels of 

reality, a critical realist approach may make use of two additional modes of ‘thought 

operation’: these are ‘abduction’ and ‘retroduction’ (Danermark et al., 2002). “A decisive 

difference between deduction and abduction is that deduction proves that something 

must be in a certain way, while abduction shows how something might be” (Habermas 

(1972), as cited in Danermark et al., 2002, p. 91). Abduction requires the researcher to 

propose and use a rule, or theory, to reinterpret or recontextualise the empirical data 
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generated about a phenomenon. By using a theory to interpret the data with ‘new eyes’, 

a different and potentially deeper understanding of a phenomenon may be achieved. I 

discuss the application of this strategy for this study in section 4.1.6. Abduction is 

therefore a way of redescribing and recontextualising the phenomenon within a larger 

context or structure and inferring a new and plausible interpretation of it (Danermark et 

al., 2002). In this study, knowledge-structuring theories (3.3), and the knowledge-

knower theory (3.4) offered the theoretical framework and the lens applied to scrutinise 

and analyse the evaluative criteria used in GD assessment. These theories provided an 

understanding of the causal mechanisms that make the practice of GD assessment 

what it is. As discussed previously, critical realism may thus present a view of 

assessment that differs from the more commonly found positivist or interpretivist 

perspectives, in that there is a focus on knowledge. The process of abduction therefore 

aids in the identification and “understanding of structures, internal relations and contexts 

that are not necessarily directly observable” (Quinn, 2006, p. 80).  

As a thought operation, retroduction aims to describe and analyse the concrete features 

of an event, thereby identifying possible causes and eliminating alternatives in order to 

establish the potential generative mechanisms at work (M. Archer et al., 1998).  

The goal is to posit a mechanism (typically at a different level to the 
phenomenon being explained) which, if it existed and acted in the postulated 
manner, could account for the phenomenon singled out for explanation. Not 
much can be said about this process of retroduction independent of context 
other than it is likely to operate under a logic of analogy or metaphor and to 
draw heavily on the investigator's perspective, beliefs and experience. (T. 
Lawson, 1998, p. 156) 

Therefore, retroduction may be used to establish the circumstances that need to be in 

place for a phenomenon to exist. In a social context such as GD assessment, this would 

require establishing the “basic prerequisites or conditions for social relationships, 

people’s actions, reasoning and knowledge” (Danermark et al., 2002, p. 96). The 

process of retroduction (4.1.6) enabled me, as researcher, to describe the 

circumstances that had to be in place for something to exist, and so move from 

knowledge at the level of the empirical, to knowledge at a deeper level. For instance, 
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the contextual elements discussed in Chapter 2, such as the HEQSF and the multi-

campus structure, and the characteristics of wicked competencies, tacit knowledge, 

assessment of person, process and product and panel marking, contributed to the 

circumstances that made the GD assessment practice what it was (6.2), although, at a 

deeper level than these observable elements, I identified the underlying knowledge-

knower structures that were communicated during assessment (6.3). These knowledge-

knower structures, although not directly observable, exist: without them we would have 

no assessment practice.  

In this section I have outlined the fundamentals of the critical realist philosophy and its 

role as metatheory for this study. Using a critical realist approach to uncover underlying 

causal mechanisms allows for a practical, systematic and rich analysis of what 

properties must exist in order for a phenomenon to occur. Although this knowledge is 

fallible, transitive, and influenced by history, and our beliefs and values, as well as by 

the context (Carter & New, 2004), I aimed through my study to provide the best possible 

glimpse of knowledge that could be of value to those in similar contexts and which could 

be used to transform practice. 

3.3 Bernstein’s knowledge theories 

In this section, I discuss how disciplinary knowledge structures may be described. This 

begins with Bernstein’s (1971, 1986, 1996, 1999) work on educational knowledge codes 

and the concepts of ‘classification’ and ‘framing’. I move on to his theory on ‘pedagogic 

discourse’, which provides a grammar to describe the organising principles within three 

pedagogic contexts: where knowledge is established, is adapted for pedagogy and is 

used in the classroom, including in assessment (Bernstein, 1986).  

3.3.1 Classification and Framing 

Educational knowledge codes describe the underlying principles that “shape curriculum, 

pedagogy and evaluation” (Bernstein, 1971, p. 156). The codes and their form are 

governed by the principles of, and relationship between, classification and framing 

(Bernstein, 1971, 1999). The concept of classification is used to create typologies of 

educational knowledge codes, as either ‘collection codes’ or ‘integrated codes’. I will not 
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discuss these types of codes in this document, as they are broad and my aim is to 

produce a finer-grained study of specialist knowledge. Nonetheless, the concepts of 

classification and framing will be discussed in detail, as they are key to 

LCT(Specialisation) (p.79) and to how curricula can be analysed using these concepts.  

In educational disciplines, classification is expressed as the explicit boundaries that 

exist between categories or contexts, and framing refers to the control exerted by actors 

within categories or contexts (Maton, 2014b). As an example of classification, the 

content of physics is very specific, the disciplinary discourse belongs clearly to physics 

and not to any other discipline, it has precisely-stated concepts and terms and is clearly 

bounded15 from most other disciplines (Bernstein, 1996). The object of knowledge in 

physics is therefore explicit, specific to physics and the knowledge and procedures used 

to investigate the object are specialised and limited. In contrast, drawing in a GD 

programme may resemble illustration, or drawing for fine art, and a range of different 

procedures or approaches to investigating knowledge are encouraged in drawing. This 

makes it difficult to isolate the knowledge as belonging to one specific field. Physics 

would thus be an example of strong classification (+C) and drawing of weak 

classification (-C). Classification may also be used to describe the physical boundaries 

created in education and who has access to which areas. For example, a lecture theatre 

may be used to conduct classes for students from various disciplines; conversely only a 

specific group of students may have access to a drawing studio. In the classroom, 

classification is also visible in how elements within one subject are taught in relationship 

to other elements within the same subject (Cause, 2010). For instance, in a GD 

programme, the lecturer may use a formal presentation to address theories relating to 

the legibility of fonts in typography. In the same module, students are expected to work 

independently on computers actually setting type in order to learn another aspect of the 

same subject. The classification boundaries, and how distinct they are, are therefore 

based on how specific the knowledge and procedures of a subject or discipline are, how 

                                            
15 This does not imply that physics cannot be used or integrated into other disciplines, but it remains 
clearly distinguishable from other disciplines. 
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specialised the physical areas are and how elements within a subject are presented in 

relation to each other. 

Framing concerns which actors control the object of knowledge and how it is 

investigated, and includes how student and teacher interact and who choses which 

knowledge may or may not be communicated. Framing therefore indicates who has the 

power to decide what is transmitted and received (Bernstein, 1996, p. 12). If the lecturer 

choses what is taught, framing is strong, or if the student choses, framing is weak. 

Bernstein (1975) asserts that framing is visible in three elements in pedagogy, that of 

‘sequencing’, that of ‘hierarchy’ and that of ‘evaluative criteria’. Sequencing is indicated 

by who decides what content will be covered in specific classes and at what pace. For 

example, when working on wicked problems (2.2.1) GD students may propose different 

solutions and use different concepts, techniques and approaches which require each to 

work at a different pace for the same brief (p.227). This would indicate weak framing     

(-F), as the student, rather than the lecturer, initiates what should be taught and when. 

Hierarchy relates to the social conduct required of students. Conduct may be clearly 

defined by the teacher and be highly regulated and explicit, and so would be considered 

strongly framed (+F). It would be weakly framed if the valued conduct and behaviour 

were not made explicit (Bolton, 2008, p. 16). Explicit control, equal to strong framing, 

would require the conduct or moral order to be clearly stated by the lecturer, based on 

their position and status. Weak framing would occur if the moral order was either not 

stated, or not encouraged by personal control or personal appeals made by the lecturer 

(Bolton, 2008; Gamble & Hoadley, 2008). The expectation of certain behaviour in GD 

was described as a component of the assessment of the person (p.40), which may link 

to accepted professional behaviour (5.2.1 and p.198).  

The final element of framing is referred to as evaluative criteria. Shay (2008b) indicates 

that “evaluative criteria in lieu of assessment criteria signals a discursive shift away from 

explicit measurables to underlying values” (Shay, 2008b, p. 601). My understanding of 

this is that, instead of generic assessment criteria, or criteria that relate only to 

performance and content, the specialist knowledges valued in a discipline would filter 
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through into the evaluative criteria and there should be a logic to what is assessed in 

relation to the disciplinary knowledges valued. The evaluative criteria, therefore, reflect 

what is considered legitimate knowledge, behaviour and achievement within a 

discipline. These criteria should be visible in the pedagogy and in the types of 

assessments and their content, although the underlying logic or structure would not be 

directly visible as it is situated in another domain (p.59). For instance, if GD students are 

expected to behave as professional design practitioners, this might be described in the 

authentic assessments that they are required to complete and in the emphasis in 

assessment on meeting deadlines, including significant penalties for the late submission 

of briefs. How explicit the valued knowledge and attributes are made, plus whether the 

evaluative criteria are clearly described and made available to students, completes the 

final component of framing. The balance of power and control between teacher and 

taught defines whether the framing of evaluative criteria is stronger or weaker. An 

implicit pedagogy, where the student controls both classification and framing (-C, - F) 

and tacit assessment criteria are used, is called a hidden or ‘invisible pedagogy’ (Bolton, 

2008; Maton, 2008a). An ‘explicit pedagogy’ occurs when the student has little or no 

choice over content, and no control over sequencing, hierarchy or evaluative criteria, 

plus the disciplinary knowledge and behaviour are very clearly defined. This would 

appear as stronger classification and framing (+C, +F). Evaluative criteria as part of 

assessment practice, therefore, relate to who has the power and control over what is 

considered legitimate knowledge (Shay, 2008b) and what rules are used to judge 

performance within the discipline. The evaluative criteria were of great significance in 

this case study, as these could be described in the explicit criteria stated in the course 

documents, in the espoused and tacit criteria used by assessors during marking 

sessions, and in the individual criteria linked to the unique design solutions created by 

individual students. 

3.3.2 The pedagogic discourse 

From the foundation of the code modalities of classification and framing, Bernstein went 

on to provide a grammar that can be used to analyse the ‘pedagogic discourse’ (Maton, 

2014b). Bernstein (1986, p. 25) claims that a social grammar governs how knowledge 
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may be transformed for use in pedagogic communication. The ‘metaphorical’ grammar 

of the ‘pedagogic device’ has certain relatively stable rules and these rules regulate how 

communication may take place. This regulation in turn affects “the potential discourse 

available to be pedagogised” (Bernstein, 1986, p. 28). His concept of the pedagogic 

device thus describes the communication of worthwhile knowledge as governed in three 

fields or ‘arenas’ of struggle (Figure 2, p.71), where new knowledge is created, where 

knowledge is selected for use in curricula, and lastly where knowledge is used in 

pedagogy (Bernstein & Solomon, 1999).  

There are three rules that govern the pedagogic device, the ‘distributive’, 

‘recontextualising’ and ‘evaluative’ rules (Bernstein, 1986, 1999). The distributive rules 

describe the distribution and recognition of new knowledge in the discipline and who 

controls this (Maton & Muller, 2006). Distributed knowledge can be found in journal 

articles, conference presentations and proceedings and the like. In design this 

knowledge may be found in these discourses, as well as in non-text form such as iconic 

design pieces, award-winning designs and the recognised practice of outstanding 

designers or design studios (5.2.1 and 5.2.2.2). The recontextualising rules apply to 

selecting, changing and linking knowledge for use at different sites. This knowledge is 

found in text books, curricula and course materials such as the study guides issued at 

PISA. M. Barnett refers to the selection and change of knowledge as ‘translation’ as it 

makes the distributed knowledge “more teachable and learnable” (2006, p. 146). Once 

again certain groups will control the knowledge used at this stage, for instance it might 

be that the Department of Higher Education or professional bodies have a say in what is 

included in the curriculum. Maton’s description of the three fields and rules are included 

in Figure 2 below. 

In the more vocationally-oriented, professional or newer disciplines such as GD, 

students are required to learn knowledge from the workplace. This workplace 

knowledge may be recontextualised and combined with knowledge and theories from 

within the discipline or from other disciplines (5.1). These are further reinterpreted to 

create theories that can be described in the course materials to support student learning 
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(M. Barnett, 2006; Wheelahan, 2008). The evaluative rules cover the actual pedagogy 

and evaluative criteria and this indicates what knowledge and attributes are used to 

determine success within the discipline, and who defines and controls these criteria.  

Field of     
production 

 Field of 
recontextualization 

 Field of     
reproduction 

     

                             
sites where ‘new 

knowledge’ is 
created 

                                      
sites where knowledges 

from the field of 
production are selected, 

rearranged and 
transformed to become 

pedagogic discourse 

 

                                
sites of teaching       

and learning 

     

distributive rules   zing rules  evaluative rules 

Figure 2: Arena created by the ‘pedagogic device’ (Maton, 2014b, p. 48) 

3.3.3 Knowledge structures 

In a further refinement of the structuring of knowledge, Bernstein (1999) describes the 

pedagogic discourse as consisting of either ‘horizontal discourse’, referring to everyday 

knowledge, or ‘vertical discourse’, which would be found in academia, professions and 

education. A horizontal discourse is made up of segments, each with its own language, 

each independent of the other, positioned in no specific order and embedded in its own 

context (Bernstein, 1996). The two discourses and their characteristics are illustrated in 

Table 3. Vertical discourse is found in the more academic or ‘schooled’ forms of 

knowledge found in the sciences and humanities (Bernstein & Solomon, 1999; 

Bernstein, 1999).  
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Table 3: Vertical and horizontal discourse (Bernstein, 1999, p. 162) 

 Vertical discourse Horizontal discourse 

Practice Official/institutional Local 

Distributive principle Recontextualisation Segmentation 

Social relation Individual Communalised 

Acquisition Graded performance Competence 

A vertical discourse has two potential structures, hierarchical or horizontal. ‘Hierarchical 

knowledge structures’ are characterised by the building of knowledge through 

developing theories that are more and more integrated than previous theories. Theories 

are refuted or used to build more abstract theories and their validity can be proven 

through empirical procedures. ‘Horizontal knowledge structures’ may be found in the 

humanities and social sciences and “consist of a series of specialised languages with 

specialised modes of interrogation and criteria for the construction and circulation of 

texts” (Bernstein, 1999, p. 162). These structures are made up of segments each 

having their own language. The development of new knowledge in horizontal knowledge 

structures may be through an existing language being replaced by a new language, or 

by a new language segment being added to the series. In order to build new knowledge, 

the current languages are constantly being challenged and the result can be the 

creation of a new language, or a revision of the current language (Bernstein, 1999). The 

horizontal and vertical knowledge structures are indicated within the vertical discourse 

in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3: Horizontal and vertical discourse (Gamble, 2001, p. 195) 

In relation to the concept of vertical and horizontal knowledge structures, Moore and 

Muller (2002) point out that disciplines with horizontal structures cannot empirically 

prove that one theory is better than another. Thus there are disputes and competition 

between the languages, as new languages challenge to replace existing languages. 

This can be seen in the discourses relating to design, where design is described as an 

art, craft, science or a unique ‘designerly’ form of knowledge (5.2.2). Each provides a 

different language to describe design knowledge and different accepted procedures for 

investigating design.  

The languages within horizontal knowledge structures may be characterised by strong 

or weak grammar. In order to demonstrate strong grammar, concepts are precisely 

stated and there is consensus as to what terms mean and how theories may be 

empirically tested. Bernstein uses the example of mathematics as a horizontal 

knowledge structure with strong grammar as “it consists of a set of discrete languages, 

for particular problems” (1999, p. 164). A horizontal knowledge structure with weak 

grammar is characterised by a language that does not clearly fit with only one discipline. 

It is more about whose language – teacher, acquirer, workplace, or government – 

dominates as there is no one truth, only various perspectives that present a truth 
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(Bernstein, 1999). In disciplines with a horizontal knowledge structure, the acquirer or 

student is expected to acquire a specific ‘gaze’ or insight into disciplinary knowledge 

which is in keeping with the socially-dominant or acknowledged gaze of that time. This 

has significance for assessment. If the valued knowledge “depends on loyalty to 

socially-based ideologies and if its weak grammar subjects the theory to constant 

contestations of meaning, how does one begin evaluating students’ learning?” (Shalem 

& Slonimsky, 2010, p. 760). This statement indicates that there are likely to be 

challenges when disciplines defined by this type of knowledge structure are assessed. 

For example, if design is seen as either a science or an art, the criteria for judging 

design could be very different. Bernstein does not extensively elaborate on the gaze, 

therefore it will not be discussed at this point. However, it will be described in detail later 

in this chapter (3.4.1.2), as the gaze plays an essential role in the knowledge-knower 

structure theory used in this case study. 

In Muller’s (2008b) critique of Bernstein’s theories of horizontal knowledge structures, 

he indicates that the horizontal and hierarchical division in fact privileges hierarchical 

knowledge, and that the concept for horizontal knowledge structures is one of deficit. A 

discipline with a horizontal knowledge structure with weak grammar, such as sociology 

or art, would not achieve the ‘ideal’ where knowledge building occurs through the 

integration of propositions to a greater level of abstraction (Maton, 2011, 2014b). A 

hierarchical structure, such as science, can achieve the ideal of high levels of 

abstraction. For horizontal knowledge structures, theories would always remain context 

specific and context dependent, whereas disciplines with hierarchical knowledge 

structures may generate propositions that can be applied outside of the original context 

(Bernstein, 1999). Thompson (2009) supports this position by proposing that knowledge 

from horizontal knowledge structures cannot be transferred and applied to different 

contexts or situations. Conversely, this perspective has been challenged by Shay and 

Steyn (2016), who illustrate how design knowledge can be transferred to different 

problems and contexts. This proposal for knowledge building and transference is 

discussed in relation to the LCT dimension of Semantics later in this Chapter (p.77). 
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Bernstein’s (1999) knowledge theories have been used in the study of a wide range of 

disciplines at school, vocational and higher education levels, including art and design 

education. Carvalho (2010) uses classification and framing as a starting point to analyse 

the knowledge valued in four fields of design, but indicates that, although these theories 

are effective for disciplines with explicit knowledge, they are less successful in fields 

that require implicit or tacit knowledge. Using the concepts of classification and framing 

also proved to be problematic when considering the knowledge valued by assessors in 

this case study (4.1.6). Bolton’s (2008) comparison of school-level art and science 

pedagogies uses classification and framing to analyse the forms of discourse, physical 

space, content and agents that make up high school art classes. She indicates that, in 

her study, regulative and instructional discourses are difficult to separate, and that this 

is an area that should be considered for further research.  

An unexpected discovery was the existence of different types of regulative 
discourse, one directed towards the learner as social person, the other to the 
learner as art-student. Teachers made ‘positional’ comments from both 
positions of social authority in the institution of the school, and also from the 
position of art-specialist. (Bolton, 2008, p. 33) 

A description can be provided for the knowledge structure of a particular discipline using 

the concepts of classification and framing. The knowledge structures of different 

disciplines can be compared and the relationship may be considered as they appear at 

the distributive, recontextualised and evaluative stages. For instance, in Wheelahan’s 

(2007) investigation into the knowledge structures used in competency based training 

(CBT), she found that the structure changed between production and 

recontextualisation, from a vertical knowledge structure to a horizontal knowledge 

structure.  

Although knowledge structuring theories provided the framework and language used to 

consider GD knowledges in this study, I found it necessary to use the finer-grained 

conceptual tool of LCT(Specialisation) to analyse the evaluative criteria found in GD 

assessment practice. In LCT the debate regarding how specialised knowledge 
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structures can be identified and defined is taken up by Maton (2014b). His concepts of 

knowledge-knower structures are discussed in more detail in the following section.  

3.4 Knowledge-knower structures 

In this section I introduce the analytic tool used in this case study, that of Maton’s 

LCT(Specialisation), which draws and builds on concepts and theories established by 

both Bernstein and Bourdieu (Maton, 2011). As discussed in the previous section, the 

concepts of classification and framing and the structuring of knowledge provide a 

foundation that can be effectively used to describe the type of knowledge structures 

found in disciplines, such as the sciences, which have strong hierarchical knowledge 

structures. Conversely, less knowledge based or newer disciplines may not fit 

comfortably into Bernstein’s categories. For instance, GD, which may be characterised 

as a horizontal structure with weak grammar, is characterised by tacit knowledge 

acquired through inculcation and exposure to knowers who already possess a 

disciplinary gaze (p.83). This type of structure can be seen to be deficient when 

compared to the more theoretical and abstract forms of knowledge, such as those found 

in science or mathematics. This equates “to a refusal to extend epistemic credit to all 

knowledge that cannot easily be made explicit, knowledge like experiential, tacit, and 

practical knowledge, forms of knowledge more native to both art and design” (McGuirk, 

2011). 

In LCT, Maton (2014b) not only considers knowledge, but also sees this knowledge in 

relation to the knower, or those who wish to participate in the field of practice and who 

construct and control the knowledges valued in the field. This social aspect of the theory 

aligns with the social realist scrutiny of knowledge that Maton and Moore (2009) 

advocate. The approach aims to avoid the positivist–interpretivist dichotomy, that I 

identified previously (p.57), with the first focusing on the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of knowledge 

and the second focusing exclusively on the ‘who’. They propose that, as opposed to 

separating these two elements, both knowledge and the knower should be considered 

when analysing the production of knowledge and its use in education (Maton & Moore, 



 
77 

 

2009). In order to prepare the ground for the use of LCT(Specialisation) in this study, I 

will address the concept of the gaze later in this chapter (p.83).  

3.4.1 Legitimation Code Theory 

Maton (2014b, p. 3) offers LCT as an explanatory framework and an evolving ‘analytic 

methodology’ that can be used to explore not only educational knowledge, but also 

other knowledges found in social fields and practices. “Practices can thus be 

understood as languages of legitimation: claims made by actors for carving out and 

maintaining spaces within social fields of practice” (Maton, 2014b, p. 23). These 

languages indicate what is required for participation in a field by establishing how 

achievement might be defined and measured (Maton, 2000b, p. 81). A language is 

therefore offered to describe how achievement would be established and defined, as 

well as to provide a method for considering how this is communicated through the 

curriculum. 

LCT consists of a number of conceptual tools, including “Autonomy, Density, 

Semantics, Specialization and Temporality” (Maton, 2014b, p. 45). The two tools that 

have, to date, been the most extensively developed are ‘Specialization’ (Lamont & 

Maton, 2008; Howard & Maton, 2011; Maton, 2014a) and ‘Semantics’ (Maton, 2010b, 

2013, 2014b). Specialisation, the conceptual tool selected for use in this study, has 

been used to analyse the knowledge-knower structures valued in different fields of 

design (Carvalho et al., 2009; Carvalho, 2010; Dong, Maton, & Carvalho, 2014). Both 

Specialisation and Semantics have been used in design-related fields to consider a 

foundation GD course (Steyn, 2012; Shay & Steyn, 2016). Maton (2014b) encourages 

the development of the LCT tools through empirical research. 

Although Semantics is not used in this study, I will provide a brief description of this LCT 

dimension. Semantics comprises both ‘semantic gravity’ and ‘semantic density’ (Maton, 

2013, 2014a, 2014b). Where relevant, Semantics has been highlighted in this study, as 

semantic gravity and semantic density are characteristics of all practices (Maton, 2014b, 

p. 131). Semantic gravity relates to knowledge that is used to create new meaning; this 

knowledge can either be context dependant or context independent. Stronger semantic 
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gravity would occur when meaning is limited to a particular context; as semantic gravity 

weakens, meanings can be applied to different contexts. Shay (2012) proposes that 

semantic gravity links to the externally-orientated ‘contextual coherence’ of the 

discipline while semantic density to the internal ‘conceptual coherence’ (p.134 and 

p.158). Semantic density “refers to the degree of condensation of meaning within socio-

cultural practices (symbols, terms, concepts, phrases, expressions, gestures, actions, 

clothing, etc)” (Maton, 2014b, p. 129). Semantics has relevance for describing how 

knowledge is taught and used in education and how knowledge is constructed over 

time. In design, Steyn indicates that for design: 

The Semantic codes have the capacity to reveal the intended progression of 
these different kinds of design knowledge in the curriculum. It also has the 
capacity to reveal the potential effect of more specialized project contexts − 
which call for greater levels of abstraction and gaze − on knowledge building 
and transfer over time. (2012, pp. 43–44) 

In my study only Specialisation was used, as the focus was on what was considered 

legitimate specialised knowledge and the legitimate specialised knower within the GD 

field, rather than a focus on knowledge building or knowledge change over time. My 

decision to use only Specialisation also stemmed from my objective to provide an in-

depth, rich view of what was valued in assessment. Considering the limitations of this 

dissertation, I felt that offering depth and detail was more valuable for understanding the 

complex field of GD assessment, rather than using two different LCT dimensions. The 

latter approach might have resulted in two different, but more superficial, views. The 

essence for revealing what was valued in assessment was that “LCT(Specialisation) 

argues that the basis for legitimacy rests on the ‘knowledge’ or skills that are valuable to 

know and on ‘who’ is an ideal actor, within the given context” (Carvalho, 2010, p. 24). In 

this study, the language of legitimation (p.122) articulated the ‘rules’ for participation and 

achievement within the field. Since I see assessment as describing and evaluating what 

is considered legitimate knowledge and achievement, the dimension of Specialisation 

was selected for its explanatory power, which enabled me to identify the specialist GD 

language used in assessment. Subsequently this language could be applied in the 

analysis of the data generated in the study.  
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3.4.1.1 LCT(Specialisation) 

LCT(Specialisation) is a powerful conceptual tool that was used in this study to identify 

and describe the knowledge claims made in the GD assessment practice. These 

claims may relate to “theories, methods, actor's social categories, dispositions, etc.” 

(Maton, 2014b, p. 31), as well as to the basis for the claims. The concepts of 

LCT(Specialisation) can be used to describe any discipline and its organising 

principles as they appear in the three fields (p.71) of production, recontextualisation 

and reproduction (Maton, 2014b, p. 51). The first refers to the production of new 

knowledge, the second to the reshaping of knowledge for use in pedagogy and the 

third to the knowledge that is selected and used in teaching and learning (3.3.2), thus 

the tool can be utilised to compare the codes found at different points in the 

educational process or in different disciplines. This does not mean that exactly the 

same codes will necessarily be found at each stage of the educational process, as 

knowledge “may be empirically realized differently in curriculum, pedagogy, textbooks, 

classrooms, subject areas, etc.” (Maton, 2014b, p. 33). 

The proposition of Specialisation stands on two concepts: that all beliefs and practices 

are about or towards something, that is an object, and by someone, that is the subject 

(Maton, 2014b, p. 29). It therefore accommodates my chosen critical realist focus on 

knowledge as the object of assessment and the knower as the subject of assessment 

in a practice-based field such as GD. The specialised forms of knowledge valued and 

considered legitimate for the discipline can be considered as ‘privileged knowledge’, 

and the ‘privileged knower’ can be considered as an individual or group of people 

having the ideal disciplinary insight and attributes to therefore legitimately participate 

in the discipline (Maton, 2014b).  

Maton (2014b) proposes that disciplines with horizontal knowledge structures (p.73) 

may demonstrate two types of structures that build knowledge in quite different ways. 

For instance, in a knower structure, the ideal knower, or group of knowers, has a 

model disposition formed “through the integration of new knowers at lower levels and 

across an expanding range of different dispositions” (Maton, 2010b, p. 162). This is 
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referred to as a ‘hierarchical knower structure’, which may be found in the humanities 

and arts. These structures are represented in Figure 4. All disciplines would consist of 

both structures. These ‘knowledge structures’ and ‘knower structures’ are illustrated in 

Figure 4.  

 

Figure 4: The two cultures of knowledge structures and knower structures (Maton, 

2007, p. 92) 

From the basis of knowledge structures and knower structures, Maton (2014b) offers 

‘epistemic relations’ (ER), which is used to describe the object, or knowledge, and 

‘social relations’ (SR), which describes the subject, or knower in LCT(Specialisation). 

These two concepts are further refined, using the concepts of classification and framing 

(3.3.1), to indicate the relative strength or weakness of each. Examples of classification 

and framing in ER and the SR are illustrated in Table 4, although most disciplines would 

fall somewhere on a continuum between the two end points. Different disciplines would 

be positioned in relation to the extreme examples of ER+ and SR+ provided in the table 

below. 
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Table 4: Classification and framing of epistemic relations and social relations 

 Examples of classification Examples of framing 

Stronger 

epistemic 

relations 

(ER+) 

Clearly bounded knowledge 

Specific object of study  

Limited procedures used to 
investigate 

Specific physical space 

Little or no choice of content, 
pace and ordering 

Little or no choice of evaluative 
criteria or assessment types 

Acceptable behaviour is clearly 
defined 

Stronger 

social 

relations 

(SR+) 

Knowledge from many 
disciplines integrated by the 
knower along with their 
experience 

Object is not clearly defined or 
always explicit 

Different procedures used to 
investigate object 

Space may be multipurpose 

Acquirer chooses content, pace, 
ordering 

Acquirer chooses evaluative 
criteria and assessment types 

Knower needs a specific 
disposition to make knowledge 
claims 

Using the concepts of classification and framing to identify the relative strength and 

weakness of ER and SR results in a description of the discipline as a number of 

codes (Maton, 2010a, 2010b, 2014b). A discipline where epistemic relations 

dominate (ER+) and social relations are weak (SR-), is referred to as a ‘knowledge 

code’, and would have certain characteristics, such as clearly defined specialised 

procedures that would be used to investigate specific objects of study. These 

procedures and objects of study would be unique to the field and could not be easily 

appropriated by other disciplines. In knowledge codes, the individual or acquirer has 

little choice in the object of study, procedures, acceptable behaviour and evaluative 

criteria (Maton, 2010a, p. 46). Individuals do not require any specific disposition to 

engage with the knowledge as long as they follow the procedures. In theory, all have 

equal access to this form of disciplinary knowledge.  
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In contrast to knowledge code disciplines, other fields may exhibit weaker epistemic 

relations, but stronger classification and framing of social relations. Here the knower 

claims specialised knowledge that “may be hypothetically boundless, difficult to 

define, or encompass a host of disparate and seemingly unconnected objects of 

study” (Maton, 2010a, p. 46). They may use tacit procedures and have the freedom 

to choose from a variety of objects to study. With stronger social classification and 

framing, the knower’s disposition and practice allows them to make knowledge 

claims. Yet, only certain privileged knowers may make these claims. If a discipline 

exhibits weaker classification and framing of epistemic relations (ER-) and stronger 

classification and framing of social relations (SR+) this combination is considered a 

‘knower code’ or (ER-, SR+).  

The relative strength and weakness of ER and SR can be plotted on the ‘epistemic 

plane’ and the ‘social plane’ respectively. As an example, Figure 5 depicts the 

results of Carvalho’s (2010) study of four design disciplines and how designers 

described them. Her findings indicated that architecture and digital media fell into an 

‘elite code’ (ER+, SR+) where both knowledge and personal attributes are valued. 

Fashion design fell into a ‘knower code’ (ER-, SR+) in that the dispositions or 

attributes of the person were more highly valued than specialised knowledge. A 

‘knowledge code’ (ER+, SR-) would require specialised knowledge, procedures, 

skills, and techniques without any specific disposition, as is the case in engineering 

(Carvalho, 2010). If neither knowledge nor knower are highly valued this results in a 

‘relativist code’ which would be closest to everyday knowledge and attributes. 
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Figure 5: Legitimation Codes Theory and the Design Disciplines (Carvalho, 2010, p. 

129) 

The research by Carvalho (2010) does not extend to design education, but both she 

and Steyn (2012) indicate that the knowledge-knower methodology could be used to 

analyse design assessment. In my study, LCT(Specialisation) provided both the 

descriptive language (4.1.6.1) and the conceptual tool used to analyse the data (p.125). 

This allowed me to identify the knowledge-knower structures for the various GD 

practical modules, at the formative and summative stages of assessment and on the 

different campuses (p.208). In order to establish the relative strengths and weaknesses 

of ER and SR, the concepts of classification and framing were used. In practice, 

applying these concepts to the data from the panel assessment conversations was 

challenging. What was required was the creation of a language of description based on 

the data: this language was informed by the LCT(Specialisation) theory. How the 

language of description was created and used to analyse the data is discussed in more 

detail in section 4.1.6. 

3.4.1.2 The Gaze 

As mentioned previously, the gaze developed in a horizontal knowledge structure plays 

a central role in LCT(Specialisation): it will thus be discussed in more detail in this 
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section. In disciplines characterised by horizontal knowledge structures, the acquirer 

uses a gaze to “recognise, regard, realise and evaluate legitimately the phenomena of 

concern” (Bernstein, 1999, p. 170). In other words, the acquirer understands, can use 

and can evaluate disciplinary knowledge using the particular language that is dominant 

in the discipline at that time. In a field such as GD, a valued gaze would be essential 

both in education and in the industry to recognise, evaluate and produce GD pieces. 

Maton (2007, 2014b) refers to the gaze as disposition, character, aptitude, attitude and 

personal expression. He indicates that in art and literature the gaze may require 

“cultivated sensibilities or refined judgement” (Maton, 2007, p. 100). This latter 

statement relates strongly to Bourdieu’s (1995) concept of the gaze valued in art. He 

claims that, for an artist’s work to be acknowledged and for a connoisseur’s judgement 

to be considered legitimate, their gaze or disposition should align with the 

acknowledged gaze of the time (Bourdieu, 1995). The gaze is therefore specific to a 

particular social space and historical time. A constant struggle for legitimation takes 

place within a field. “These strategies to shape the ‘rules of the game’ are themselves 

shaped by relations between actors’ dispositions (which are in turn shaped by previous 

and ongoing experiences in fields) and the current structure of the field” (Maton, 2014b, 

p. 17). Bourdieu (1995) indicates that the rules of the game are established and 

perpetuated by those with status and power in the field, as they establish what is valued 

in art and what dispositions are valued in the artist. Conversely, status may also be 

achieved through a break or revolution in the gaze. This could be equated with the 

production of a new language. 

The valued gaze is acquired through experience, immersion in the canon and great 

works of the discipline, and exposure to ideal knowers, and results in the acquiring of 

the disciplinary “procedures of enquiry and means of judgement” (Maton, 2011, p. 77). 

This means that, in GD, the gaze plays an important role throughout the design process 

(p.44), where students are required to make judgements at each stage of creating a 

design piece. It is also essential for the judgements that assessors make. Although GD 

has a stronger functional or practical role than ‘high art’, the concept of the gaze and the 

alignment between what is valued in the field of production (5.2) and what is considered 
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to be good design holds true. I propose that the role of the assessor aligns with 

Bernstein’s (1999, p. 170) requirements for demonstrating a gaze. These include that 

the assessor must be able to 

 read the design and consider it in relation to previous design experienced,  

 understand it in relation to the function it should play and  

 evaluate it against what is considered legitimate design at that point.  

Assessing GD work requires in part, judging whether the student possesses the 

legitimate design knowledge, attributes and acknowledged gaze. In this case study 

establishing the nature and characteristics of the GD gaze relied on identifying how it 

was described and used in assessment (Chapter 6), although I did also consider this in 

relation to the gaze valued in the field of production (Chapter 5). 

In an education context, Bernstein (1999) and Maton (2004, 2010b) propose that, for all 

horizontal knowledge structures, the ideal knower would develop a ‘privileged gaze’. As 

the gaze relates to the knower, the form and characteristics of the gaze are often tacit 

and not easily defined and the definition would vary from one discipline to the next. For 

instance, Martin (2012) refers to an ‘ear’ for music in his research identifying 

knowledge-knower structures in jazz education. In jazz the gaze is acquired “through 

exposure to significant works by significant musicians, in addition to their experience 

playing their instrument and performing” (Martin, 2012, p. 8). The terms ‘ear’, ‘voice’, 

‘eye’ may be used in different fields, but these are not very descriptive, or easily 

defined, and may not be universally agreed on. In Gamble’s description of the 

knowledge-knower structures identified in craft apprenticeships, she proposes that the 

craft gaze requires the “tacit transmission of the capacity to simultaneously ‘see’ what is 

there and what is not there” (2001, p. 198). This capacity to ‘see’ has two components, 

knowing and doing, which Gamble (2001) links to Polanyi’s (1958) definition of 

connoisseurship. In design education, Steyn (2012, p. 39) refers to the gaze as being 

able to ‘read’ and ‘write’ design. The gaze in the context of this case study indicates 
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what assessors use to judge students’ work, as well as the valued gaze that students 

are expected to evidence. Both are closely tied to judgement and decision making. 

In order to establish the relative strength or weakness of the gaze, Maton (2010b, 

2014b) returns to a ‘knower-grammar’ by identifying four varying strengths of the gaze: 

the ‘born’, ‘social’, ‘cultivated’ and ‘trained’. The varying strengths, illustrated in Figure 6, 

indicate the accessibility of the field to knowers, the potential for progress and the status 

they may achieve (Maton, 2014b). The born gaze, being the strongest form, is the most 

difficult to acquire, as certain individuals are born with the gaze, while others are not. 

This makes membership strongly restricted. An example might be the concept of natural 

talent or genius. A slightly weaker form of the gaze, the social gaze requires the knower 

to belong to a certain social category, for instance a specific race or gender. Two even 

weaker forms of social relations are the cultivated gaze and the trained gaze. The 

cultivated gaze can be learnt through education, and the trained gaze can be acquired 

though prolonged exposure to the procedures used, therefore anyone would be able to 

acquire a trained gaze.  

 

Figure 6: Knower-grammar and gazes (Maton, 2010b, p. 168) 

A gaze, either cultivated, social or born, would be a requirement for success in a knower 

discipline. Given that design education is rooted in a master16–apprentice system 

(Feast, 2010; Souleles, 2013), the literature indicates that a design gaze can be 

cultivated. Although with increasing student numbers the use of the master–apprentice 

                                            
16 Gamble indicates that, in craft traditions, terms such as master and mastery are common as “the social 
relations of patriarchy have traditionally regulated craft” (2001, p. 199). 
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system in HE is under pressure, GD education is still based on learning through doing 

(Manchado-Perez, Berges-Muro, & Lopez-Fornies, 2014). This approach includes being 

guided by those who are experts in the field. In addition, the concept of learning through 

immersion in practice has been identified in various fields of design education (Schön, 

1987; Logan, 2006; Steyn, 2012). The GD programme at PISA therefore aligns with the 

approach of developing a cultivated gaze through experience, immersion and 

education.  

A cultivated gaze requires integrating a range of ‘habitus’, or “the norms and rules, or 

the social and culturally acquired dispositions” (Danermark et al., 2002, p. 97), of the 

discipline. Bourdieu’s concept of habitus can be described as “our ways of acting, 

feeling, thinking and being. It captures how we carry within us our history, how we bring 

this history into our present circumstances, and how we then make choices to act in 

certain ways” (Maton, 2008b, p. 52). Habitus is integrated through cultivating the 

necessary dispositions until an ideal gaze is achieved. Once acquired, the ideal gaze 

may be focused on other contexts, with the potential for cumulative knowledge building 

over time (Maton, 2010b, 2011). The person who possesses the ideal gaze would be 

able to move from the original context into other contexts and still be able to recognise 

and evaluate what they see and be able to debate the judgement with others from that 

epistemic community. Maton refers to Bourdieu’s concept of ‘rupture’ (Bourdieu & 

Passeron, 1990), which occurs when there is a change of gaze, from accepting what is 

obvious or common sense, to a more sophisticated insight. 

Thus, to ‘master in a practical state everything that is contained in the 
fundamental concepts’ takes time, prolonged practice and typically intimate 
pedagogic relations to enable a ‘genuine conversion, a metanoia, a mental 
revolution’, that is to reshape one’s dispositions. (Maton, 2011, p. 77) 

A further discussion regarding how the privileged GD gaze was defined in this study can 

be found in relation to the field of production (p.155) and the language of description 

(p.117). 
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3.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have discussed critical realism and its role as the metatheory for this 

research study. The critical realist ontology of a stratified reality encourages the use of 

theory to conceptualise the underlying structures and mechanisms that cause the 

observable events of a phenomenon. In this study, knowledge structures and 

knowledge-knower theories provided the means for me to abstract the mechanisms and 

structures. With knowledge at the centre, I addressed knowledge structures and the 

core concepts of classification and framing, and vertical and horizontal knowledge 

structures that describe the organising principles of disciplinary knowledge. In addition, 

the introduction of the three rules of production, recontextualisation and evaluation, 

especially evaluative criteria, provided valuable concepts that assisted with defining how 

knowledge might be structured at the various stages of GD assessment.  

The limitations of considering knowledge structures in purely epistemic terms were 

discussed, especially in relation to a field such as GD, which is primarily a horizontal 

knowledge structure that requires the acquirer to develop a disciplinary gaze. As a 

solution, I proposed LCT(Specialisation) as a fine-grained conceptual tool which allowed 

for the significance and power of both knowledge and knower to be acknowledged in a 

field such as GD. As a key attribute of the knower, the gaze was introduced as an 

alternative form of knowledge building in disciplines with hierarchical knower structures. 

It was established that LCT(Specialisation) enables the identification and analysis of 

knowledge-knower structures that are found in the less explicit elements of pedagogy 

and assessment. These often tacit elements primarily related to the knower. Although 

some of the difficulties of clearly defining the valued gaze are highlighted in this chapter, 

the importance of the disciplinary gaze in both the arena of design production and the 

assessment of GD practical work cannot be underestimated. The strategies for defining 

the GD gaze, knowledge and the knower in this study will be discussed in the following 

chapter, in which I describe the research methods.  
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Chapter 4 Research design 

In this chapter of the dissertation, I describe the research design and methods used in 

my case study of GD assessment practice. In addition, I outline how the research 

approach, design, methods and techniques align with the research question, the 

underpinning critical realist metatheory and the theories used. The chapter offers me 

the opportunity to present both the research map and my actual research journey, and 

to discuss how potential and real hurdles were identified and dealt with along the way.  

A critical realist metatheory accommodates the use of both quantitative and qualitative 

methods (Collier, 1994; Danermark et al., 2002). Although this study includes a small 

quantitative component, it is predominantly a qualitative case study. A quantitative 

survey was used to establish the PISA lecturers’ perceptions of what they valued in 

professional GD practice. In the qualitative phase, I aimed at a more nuanced and richer 

description of the GD knowledge and knower as valued in the assessment practice 

within the PISA multi-campus context. Specific study guides and the recordings of 

observed formative and summative marking sessions on a number of the PISA 

campuses provided the qualitative data. The institutional documents and observed 

marking and moderation events therefore provide the data experienced in the domain of 

the actual. Assessors’ experiences at the empirical level were gathered in the survey 

and in a feedback session conducted with a focus group. This data was coded using the 

knowledge-knower structuring theory in order to make the underlying structures, 

positioned in the domain of the real, more visible. 

The fundamental aim of this study was to try to explain the phenomenon of GD 

assessment and to possibly reveal why inter-assessor reliability may be problematic in 

this field. My initial readings and my own experience indicated that there was more to 

the phenomenon than the observable context (2.2). As discussed in section 3.1, I 

identified that a critical realist metatheory offered the most valuable perspective for this 

study. The approach enabled me to establish a distinctive view of the phenomenon, 

through which the underlying objects and causal mechanisms (p. 63) that made the 
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assessment practice what it was were related to the influences of the context. 

Therefore, the ontology and epistemology of the metatheory influenced my research 

design as well as the generation of data, the data analysis and the interpretation. A 

critical realist approach aims to identify the causal mechanisms positioned in the 

domain of the real and how these interact with each other within a context. To achieve 

the move from the observed assessment practice in the domain of the actual to the 

mechanisms in the domain of the real, I made use of the conceptual tool of 

LCT(Specialisation) (3.4.1.1). LCT(Specialisation) was used to frame, analyse and 

interpret the data generated, thereby revealing the underlying knowledge-knower 

structures and making the mechanisms more visible. With this approach, I could focus 

on and identify the specialisation codes valued in GD assessment.  

The following sections are guided by Easton’s (2010) six characteristics of a critical 

realist case study, which resonated with the approach used in my research project. I 

use these characteristics not only to illustrate the robustness that I have attempted to 

maintain throughout the research process, but also to describe how this case study 

aligns with a critical realist approach. In addition, I outline a number of the challenges 

that I faced in doing ‘insider research’ in my specific context, and the difficulties of 

applying the conceptual tool of LCT(Specialisation) to assessment in a visual, practice-

based discipline such as GD. In line with Easton’s (2010) proposed characteristics, I 

address issues of validity and generalisability in the case study, as aspects of quality. I 

therefore describe how quality is conceptualised in relation to this specific study, its 

aims and the context.  

4.1 The critical realist case study 

4.1.1 The type of research question asked 

In critical realism, the question “what caused the events associated with the 

phenomenon to occur” (Easton, 2010, p. 123) is key. My research question probes: 

What underlying knowledge-knower structures are revealed by the assessment 
criteria used when judging graphic design practical work within a multi-campus 
private higher education context? 
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The question was further broken down to consider the knowledge-knower structures 

that emerged at the formative and summative stages of assessment (1.3). That GD 

assessment is a complex process and that inter-assessor reliability in this field is 

problematic are visible events, but my question asked what underlying objects, 

mechanisms and conditions cause the phenomenon. Seen in critical realist terms, this 

study was therefore not only about describing the events and their context, but I sought 

also to describe the underlying knowledge-knower structures that shape the 

assessment criteria and the value judgements made. 

There are a number of definitions of the case study method, including that it is “an 

empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its 

real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are 

not clearly evident” (Yin, 2009, p. 18). Others emphasise that this form of in-depth 

inquiry makes use of ‘thick’ or ‘rich’ description achieved by considering the 

phenomenon from different perspectives and over a long period of time (Danermark et 

al., 2002). As a research method, the case study is suited to explaining complex social 

phenomena and answering questions regarding how and why these phenomena occur 

(Yin, 2009). It was therefore well suited to a critical realist approach aimed at 

uncovering the underlying mechanisms that activate events, such as the underlying 

knowledge-knower structures that contribute to making the phenomenon of GD 

assessment what it is. Taking into account the critical realist depth ontology, theories or 

abstractions are used to interpret and analyse the data generated in the empirical 

domain, in order to access the underlying mechanisms in the domain of the real (3.1). In 

my study, knowledge theories and LCT(Specialisation) provided the framework and 

conceptual tool that allowed for this excavation.  

In the following sections I indicate how the philosophy of critical realism is practically 

applied in this case study and how ethical and quality issues were addressed.  

4.1.2 Time and place 

Stake (1994) points out that the researcher chooses a case to study, rather than 

deciding on the case study method. This case study concerned the assessment of GD 
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practical work at the institution that I worked at, where there was an institutional 

emphasis on assessment parity and reliability across multiple campuses. The 

background to the choice is described in more detail in the section on insider research 

(4.1.3). Within a case study, boundaries, for instance space and time, are set (Yin, 

2009, p. 32). The contextual boundaries (2.1), such as PISA as part of Private Higher 

Education in South Africa and the multi-campus structure of the institution, were 

contextual elements of this study, as the phenomenon being studied was positioned 

within and influenced by the context. The micro context was equally important, and this 

included the processes, characteristics and culture that make art and design 

assessment unusual (2.2). The macro and micro contexts, the visual practice-based 

aspects of the modules, the different forms and tacit nature of the knowledge used 

(2.2.2) and the diversity of assessor perspectives all contribute to the complexity of GD 

assessment as a social phenomenon. 

In terms of time-frames and physical locations, the data generation took place on four of 

the PISA campuses offering the GD degree during 2013, 2014 and 2015 (4.1.5). I made 

use of the 2013 study guides. I acknowledge that these guides and the experiences and 

perceptions of the assessors may change over time. Although the case study was 

bounded to a specific context, physical locations and time frame, it does not mean that 

the study and my findings are not of value outside of these parameters. The potential 

value of this type of research to other contexts is discussed in more detail in section 4.3 

and in 7.3.  

4.1.3 Insider research 

Within the institutional context, the position of myself as Dean of faculty and line 

manager at PISA were aspects that I felt could not be ignored or eliminated from this 

study. Cousin (2013) proposes that such positioning be recognised, and addressed by 

using a reflexive approach which incorporates the researcher’s experience as a 

component of the data. As an insider researcher, I brought particular perspectives, 

experiences and preconceptions to the research process, which could impact on the 

study in a number of ways, as illustrated in the following sections.  
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Before embarking on this project, I felt that as Dean I should find a solution for the lack 

of reliability that sometimes occurred when GD practical work was marked and 

moderated. As discussed previously (p.3), one of my reasons for embarking on this 

research project was that assessment and maintaining standards for the GD course on 

all campuses had been one of my most challenging responsibilities as Dean. I had 

started with a rather narrow positivist view of assessment, believing that if two 

assessors disagreed on the value of student work, one was right, and one was wrong. 

As this investigation progressed I came to see that this was a simplistic and superficial 

view of the assessment phenomenon, and that the reasons for such differences in the 

marks awarded were more complex and more deeply hidden than I initially thought. 

Given the history and context of disputes regarding marks and inter-assessor reliability 

on various campuses, my role in these incidents could not be ignored. For instance, 

lecturers on the coordinating campus monitored the standards on the remote campuses 

and, if they identified a significant problem, I was called in to engage with the campus 

staff. Therefore, my role could be seen as one of monitoring, control and discipline. I 

most often visited remote campuses and met with lecturers, students and parents when 

there were problems to be resolved. The type of problems varied, but over the past 

seven years they had most often been related to disputes regarding standards, marks 

and assessment.  

Although I was the line manager of the GD lecturers on the coordinating campus, I had, 

in my opinion, a collegial relationship with these staff members. We interacted daily and 

I was often involved in and consulted on the planning and implementation of 

assessments, teaching and curricula. We had many formal and informal discussions 

regarding design education, students, curricula, assessment, teaching and the broader 

issues facing Higher Education. On the other hand, as the line manager I evaluated 

each GD lecturer’s performance on the coordinating campus. This introduced an 

element of power between myself and the participants. Maxwell (2012) suggests that 

this should not be ignored, especially if one party has more power than the other. As 

much as I saw myself as part of the GD academic community, with no hidden agenda of 
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judging lecturers and their performance during the data-generating process, this may 

not have been the perception of all participants. I tried to be aware that my position of 

power could play a greater role on certain campuses, if my role was perceived in the 

light of past experiences. The researcher should therefore consider “What perspective 

am I bringing to the inquiry? What insights does it afford? What alternative lens might be 

useful? What were the limits and scope of my inquiry? How was I positioned?” (Cousin, 

2013, p. 127). I therefore tried to consider how my view of the phenomenon, as well as 

my experience, might provide insights or cloud my vision. This was largely achieved 

through recording my thoughts and feelings in a research journal in an attempt to 

reflect, identify and raise my awareness of such conceptions. I have not included 

examples of these reflections in this document, as they were largely aimed at 

interrogating my own assumptions and how I might interpret what I had experienced. 

Consulting with my supervisors and colleagues also assisted me with utilising my 

experience, identifying my blind spots and acknowledging preconceived perceptions. 

There may be a number of disadvantages to insider research, depending on the past 

experiences and relationships of the researcher and participants. Participants may fear 

that they could be judged by the researcher, who knows them. My own personal 

characteristics and experiences, as well as my relationships with the research 

participants, were important factors in this case study. Maxwell points out that it is vital 

for researchers to consider their “prior experiences, beliefs, purposes, values, and 

subjective qualities” (2012, p. 96) and their relationships, in a realist study. The two 

factors – personal characteristics and relationships with participants – also impact on 

the theories and frameworks chosen and the methods used. Therefore my perceptions, 

my prior experiences, my relationships with participants and their perceptions of me 

were all “real phenomena, things that have an influence on the research, the data 

collected, and the conclusions” (Maxwell, 2012, p. 97).  

Insider research in education may, however, offer certain benefits, such as access, 

familiarity with the context, understanding of the social setting and rapport with the 

participants (Mercer, 2007). The role that I played at PISA as Dean of the faculty 



 
95 

 

situated me as both insider and outsider in this research. I was an insider as a long-term 

art and design educator, but also an outsider as my background was in photography 

rather than in GD. I was an insider as a member of the coordinating campus staff, but 

an outsider to the remote campus staff. I was an insider who was often involved in GD 

curricula development and workshops, but an outsider as I did not teach or assess GD. 

For the remote campuses, I was an insider as part of the Faculty and the larger art and 

design community, but an outsider as I was not a colleague on that campus. The 

importance of being an insider, or not, was primarily in how it affected my relationship 

with the research itself and with the participants. There were many times during the 

process that I had to check the assumptions that I made to ensure that these were not 

influenced by previous events or coloured by my position at the institution, but were 

valid responses to the events that were unfolding. 

As observation was the primary data-generating method in this case study, I found it 

crucial for me to consider my position and any asymmetric power relation that may have 

resulted from this. Potentially this might have had unintended consequences and could 

have influenced participation, how assessors marked, interacted and communicated, as 

well as what was said. In my informal discussions with lecturers who participated in the 

observed marking sessions, some indicated that they had been nervous, while others 

indicated that they had talked more than they usually would have. On one campus, 

where marking sessions were recorded without my being present, there was no 

noticeable difference in the process and the behaviour of the assessors when compared 

to the sessions that I observed personally. A number of campuses did not respond to 

my request to observe or record marking sessions, which might indicate that they were 

hesitant to open up their assessment practice to me. I had known some of the external 

moderators who moderated the summative portfolios (p.21) for many years and in 

various contexts. Others I met for the first time at the moderation sessions. These 

individuals were invited to be external moderators based on their experience and 

standing in academia and/or industry, thereby meeting QA requirements. I present my 

insider / outsider roles here, not as opposites, but as points on a continuum that indicate 

my relationships with the assessors. 
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Given my position as both insider and outsider, the two roles of researcher and Dean 

were on occasion challenged. For instance, during the research I observed that 

assessment procedures described in departmental guidelines were not always followed. 

In a number of instances, lecturers marked formative briefs alone, instead of following 

the departmental procedure of panel marking. As researcher, I left this unchallenged 

and adapted my data-recording method to the situation (p.112), and yet, as Dean, and 

being aware of the benefits of panel marking, it was challenging for me not to raise this 

with the lecturer. Before and after the recorded marking sessions I was always careful 

to establish if the assessors felt that my presence or the recording of the sessions 

influenced their marking in any way (4.2). This was to ensure that students were not 

disadvantaged by an assessor marking too strictly or too leniently because I was 

present.  

As indicated above, there are both advantages and disadvantages to insider research. 

An advantage was knowing many of the participants, as well as the assessment 

documents, processes and procedures. Being able to observe the marking sessions 

was rewarding, for myself as a researcher, but also in terms of building relationships 

with lecturers and moderators on different campuses. I got the impression that the 

assessors welcomed my questions and interest in their practice, and my being there 

provided an opportunity for lecturers to point out other issues not related to assessment, 

that as Dean I should be made aware of. Trowler (2011) indicates that aspects of power 

should be considered by an insider researcher, and these may include how the 

institution and participants are treated, whether feedback is provided to participants, 

how anonymity is ensured and whether participants have access to the outputs of the 

research. Ultimately how my findings would be received by the institution was, at the 

stage of writing, relatively untested.  

4.1.4 Identifying the objects 

Events (3.1), in the domain of the actual, such as observable behaviour, occurrences, 

systems and processes may be social, or natural (Sayer, 2010). In this case study, the 

phenomenon of GD assessment and its weakness in the area of reliability could be 
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experienced, observed and described by myself and by the assessor participants. My 

aim in generating and analysing data from these and other sources was focused on 

revealing the objects or entities that make the phenomenon of GD assessment what it 

is. The objects in this case study are social objects, which may be “people, economics, 

nations, institutions, activities and so on” (Sayer, 2010, p. 59). When considering a 

social phenomenon such as GD assessment, the questions that are asked are 

therefore: 

What are the fundamental social relations without which this phenomenon 
would cease to exist? And further: What can this object achieve? The 
answers will point out causal mechanisms and thereby also tendencies 
behind the social courses of events we can observe. (Danermark et al., 
2002, p. 187) 

The critical realist aim is therefore to identify the objects that are integral and crucial 

to the studied phenomenon and use appropriate research methods to study these 

objects, as these objects have possible causal powers with possible consequences. 

In addition, the characteristics of the objects, their powers and their relationships 

should be considered, as these reveal “what it is about the object that enables it to 

do this” (Sayer, 2010, p. 72). In the case of GD assessment, the textual documents, 

the assessors’ and moderators’ practice, and their attitudes and relationships to 

each other and other objects, such as disciplinary knowledge provided access to 

these objects. Easton (2010) emphasises that it is not enough to merely identify the 

objects, but one must also establish their structures, relationships, powers, liabilities 

and absences, as all are critical to an explanation of why a phenomenon exists.  

Theory as a form of abstraction (3.1) can be used to identify objects and their 

characteristics. Theories may also be used to “redescribe this object so as to bring 

out its complexity, the way in which it is determined by its internal and external 

environment as an outcome of a multiplicity of interacting tendencies” (Outhwaite, 

1999, p. 291). To this end, the knowledge theories (3.1) and conceptual tool of 

Legitimation Code Theory (Specialisation) (3.4.1.1) were used to focus on 

knowledge and knower as objects that generate the complex social phenomenon of 
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GD assessment. The use of theory enabled me, as a researcher, to uncover objects 

at a deeper level of reality. Theory can be seen to provide a shift in focus from 

context (Chapter 2), the GD disciplinary content (Chapter 5) and the assessors’ 

experiences to reveal the underlying structures (Chapter 6). These stages are 

positioned respectively in the domain of the actual, empirical and real (Chapter 3). 

Examples of the use of these theories in design education contexts are provided by 

Carvalho (2010), Dong et al., (2014), Steyn (2012), Clarence-Fincham and Naidoo 

(2013) and Shay and Steyn (2016). These examples illustrate that 

LCT(Specialisation) can be and has been used to consider practice-based 

disciplines. Despite the examples of others using this analytical tool to analyse, 

relating the “concepts and categories” (Maxwell, 2012, p. 139) of the theory to actual 

observed events, was not without its challenges. How these challenges were 

addressed is discussed in section 4.1.6. Ultimately the use of knowledge theories, 

especially LCT(Specialisation) which accommodates the knower, proved to be a 

difficult, but valid choice. 

4.1.5 The data 

In a case study, various types of data may be generated from a number of sources, 

using several methods. In this study, quantitative and qualitative methods were used 

as both are well suited to a critical realist study (Danermark et al., 2002), although 

they served different purposes. The quantitative survey provided me the opportunity 

to gauge the opinions of a relatively large group of GD lecturers on all of the PISA 

campuses regarding what aspects of professional GD practice they considered the 

most or least important. The subsequent data generation phases required a 

qualitative approach, as statistics do not explain why something occurs (Sayer, 

2010). The various components of the data generation are indicated in Figure 7 

(p.99), which illustrates each stage, although not necessarily in chronological order, 

as some ran concurrently.  
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Figure 7: Data generating stages 

 

The study guides, panel and individual marking sessions and focus group interview 

provided various types of data, gathered from varied perspectives. This diversity of data 

was essential to capture the nuanced differences between the knowledge-knower 

structures described in the espoused assessment criteria, and the criteria used during 

the formative and summative assessment stages, on different campuses, and for the 

different modules. I found that the rich data of the text-based study guides and the 

conversations of the assessors added depth and detail, covering the explicit and tacit 

knowledge-knower structures found in the GD assessment practice. This varied and 

multi-dimensional approach aligned with both a critical realist and a case study 

approach as defined by Danermark et al. (2002), Maxwell (2012) and Sayer (2010). The 

decisions regarding sampling, purpose and the practical challenges at the different 

stages of data generating are discussed in more detail in the following sections.  

Pilot observation and interviews

Online survey  - 29 lecturers 

Study guides - 4 guides

Observation of formative assessment - 7 sessions

Observation of summative assessment - 9 sessions

Participant feedback/members check focus group
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4.1.5.1 Data generating 

As mentioned in the previous section, decisions relating to generating data should 

consider the methods used as well as the types and sources of data. The data-

generating process for this study ran concurrently with my reading of the literature, 

engaging with various theoretical perspectives and writing drafts of the chapters.  

4.1.5.2 Selection 

In a case study, site, process and participation levels should ideally be included in a 

sampling strategy (Creswell, 2013). Maxwell (2012) uses the term selection rather 

than sampling for qualitative research. In this study, the term selection was more 

appropriate as it referred to my selection of the specific study guides, the 

assessment stages, the campuses and the participants. Four module study guides, 

out of a possible twenty practical modules that were included in the GD degree, were 

selected for analysis. This decision is discussed in more detail in section 4.1.5.5. 

The choice of participants for the observation and interviews was guided by their 

appropriateness to the study and the practicalities of access and availability, which 

can be considered purposive and convenience sampling (Creswell, 2013). All GD 

lecturers at PISA acted as assessors, as they were required to mark the individual 

formative briefs for the modules that they taught, and lecturers were often asked to 

mark briefs with other lecturers. In the study, lecturers were therefore the individuals 

who carried out the day-to-day formative assessment practice, as well as 

contributing to the summative assessment. The external moderators moderated 

portfolio marks on each campus twice a year. At mid-year, external moderation was 

a quality assurance and feedback exercise. At the year-end it was a summative 

assessment exercise.  

Lecturers and external moderators in this case study were seen to be individuals, 

who could provide in-depth, rich knowledge (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007). The 

observation of group or panel marking sessions afforded me access to the 

conversations, discussions, negotiations and debates that characterise art and 

design marking sessions (2.2.4). Others (Webster, 2006, 2007, 2010; Morgan, 2011; 
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Belluigi, 2015) have observed panel, crit or jury sessions in art and design and used 

these as data-generating sources. In these cases, the focus of the research was 

primarily on the interaction between assessors and students. In my study, the 

marking sessions did not include students primarily because students were not 

involved in formative or summative marking sessions at PISA. Students were 

provided with formative feedback either in person or in writing, but they were not 

actively engaged in the assessment practice. This was possibly a further reflection of 

the difficulty of engaging different stakeholders when curricula and assessments are 

centrally designed. 

The guiding principle in selecting settings and participants for a qualitative 
study is not usually to ensure representativeness or comparability, but, 
first, to identify groups, settings, or individuals that best exhibit the 
characteristics of the phenomena of interest, and second, to select those 
that are most accessible and conducive to gaining the understanding you 
seek. (Maxwell, 2012, p. 94) 

Although the PISA GD degree was offered on ten campuses, four campuses were 

initially selected based on geographic proximity to the researcher. The early plan 

was to observe formative and summative panel marking on these four campuses, 

and both lecturers and external moderators were invited to participate. The lecturers 

and moderators for the identified modules were contacted either via e-mail, 

telephonically or in person, and during this communication I made requests to 

observe and record marking sessions. If a lecturer or moderator agreed, they 

informed me of the date and time. The timing of the observation sessions was 

dictated by the year schedule, in which deadlines for the submission of briefs and 

portfolios were set. I had no control over which lecturers would be marking, or which 

external moderators would be available. It became largely a matter of convenience 

and synchronicity as to which assessors were willing to participate and which 

sessions I could observe and record.  

Initially I had responses from only two local campuses, which included the campus 

that I worked at. This was a concern as generating a large portion of the data on one 

campus, especially the coordinating campus where I worked, would not have 



 
102 

 

achieved the objectives set. This made me very aware that the methods used in 

qualitative research “may address validity threats or create threats” (Maxwell, 2012, 

p. 146). At the suggestion of a colleague and my supervisors, I asked lecturers at 

four additional campuses not in my immediate vicinity if they would be prepared to 

record their marking sessions and provide me access to these. They would thus 

make video and audio recording without my being present. This approach could 

potentially enhance the study in three ways: firstly, to create an environment where 

the assessors would feel more comfortable, as I would not be present; it might 

therefore downplay if not eliminate the power dynamic. Secondly, I would not have to 

be physically present to make the recordings, therefore multiple recordings could be 

made at the same time. Thirdly, I might identify a difference between recordings 

captured when I was present and those where I was not, thereby providing possible 

insights into the influence of the power disparity between myself and the assessors. 

The drawbacks were that I had no control over the recording quality and no first-

hand experience of the session during which I could make notes, and I would not be 

able to ask follow-up questions immediately after the session. Ultimately three 

campuses agreed to my observing and recording their marking sessions and two 

campuses recorded marking sessions for me. Unfortunately, I could only use the 

recordings from one of these campuses, as the other campus recorded a feedback 

session with students. As this was not a marking or moderation session, the 

recording could not be used. In total sixteen assessment sessions were recorded on 

four campuses. A breakdown of the data-recording sessions is included as Appendix 

C.  

4.1.5.3 Pilot observation and interviews 

A pilot project designed to generate data was completed in the early stages of the 

research. Here I recorded the external summative moderation of specific first-, 

second- and third-year modules on one campus. I also interviewed two of the 

external moderators who were from different academic institutions. On a practical 

level and in order to maintain ‘descriptive validity’ (Maxwell, 2012, p. 134), which 

aims to establish that the reporting and recording of physical actions are factually 



 
103 

 

accurate, both audio and video recordings were made of the marking sessions. If 

one device did not work, the other recording provided backup. The dual approach 

allowed me to document the verbal exchanges and discussions between assessors, 

as well as the non-verbal interaction and the assessors’ interaction with the 

documents and student work17.  

When comparing the interview data to the observation data, as well as completing an 

initial coding and analysis of the two, I made the decision to focus on observation 

rather than interviews. The advantages of observation, as opposed to interviews, as 

a data-generating method for this case study is addressed in section 4.1.5.6. After 

careful consideration of the pilot observation data, I concluded that it remained 

relevant and valuable to the overall study, and this data was included, re-coded and 

analysed as part of the final coding and analysis phase. 

4.1.5.4 Online survey 

In order to gain a broad picture of what professional GD knowledge-knower 

characteristics were valued by lecturers, an online quantitative survey was designed 

in SurveyMonkey®18 and e-mailed to all lecturers teaching practical modules on all 

campuses. This took place in the beginning stages of data generation. Based on the 

literature from the field of production (Chapter 5), and my understanding of the 

substantive theories, the questions were grouped into those that I understood to 

characterise either GD knowledge, or GD knower. The survey was tested with a 

small group of design educators at different institutions and with my supervisors. 

Ultimately forty-one questions were used in the final survey (Appendix A). In the 

following section I will discuss the analysis of this quantitative data. 

                                            
17 No examples of student work have been included in this document although they are visible in the 
videos. In addition to my commitment to maintaining the anonymity of the participating assessors and 
students (p. 127), the panel discussions were the primary medium of communicating what each assessor 
valued when marking or moderating. The focus on the data gathering was therefore on these 
conversations as the prime means of communication used in this form of assessment. Providing 
examples of student work in this document may have clouded the interpretation of the reader, as the 
reader might have applied a different set of value judgements.  
18SurveyMonkey® is an online tool for designing surveys and generating data. 
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The survey provided the opportunity to canvass a group of PISA design educators 

from diverse backgrounds and with a range of experience in both industry and 

education. It was aimed at establishing their perceptions of what they valued in a 

professional GD practitioner. The survey therefore provided data, positioned in the 

domain of the empirical, based on the lecturers’ experiences as design educators 

and design practitioners. In addition, the survey allowed me to experiment with the 

LCT(Specialisation) theory by classifying GD knowledge and knower characteristics 

in terms of ER+, ER-, SR+ and SR-. The theory was used to design and categorise 

the questions and was used to analyse the data. This approach provided me with a 

device to move from the empirical to the real, thereby enabling me to make the 

underlying knowledge-knower structure valued by lecturers more visible.  

A total of forty-eight e-mails, containing an explanation and a link to the survey, were 

sent out to GD lecturers on all campuses. The survey was accessible for a three-

week period. Thirty-one lecturers responded, but two surveys were incomplete and 

were therefore eliminated. Lecturers had the option of completing biographical 

information if they chose to; if they did not complete this section there was no way of 

identifying the participants. Twenty-three, or 74%, of the respondents chose to 

include their names and biographical information.  

Cohen et al. (2007) indicates that a sample size of 30 is a minimum for statistical 

analysis. Considering that this was a case study situated within the limited PISA 

context, twenty-nine completed surveys indicated a response rate of 60%, which was 

sufficient. However, a larger sample size would possibly have enhanced the 

reliability of the findings. 

The survey was aimed at identifying the level of importance awarded for a number of 

GD characteristics. For each question, participants could rank the characteristic as 

either very important, important, somewhat important or not important. Once the time 

frame for completing the survey had elapsed, the results were downloaded in the 

form of an Excel spreadsheet. The rankings were then converted into numbers from 

0, for not important, to 3, for very important (Appendix F). The characteristics that 
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were identified as the most or least important in each category are listed below in 

Table 5. Where relevant these characteristics are highlighted in Chapter 6 in relation 

to the qualitative findings. 

Table 5: Significant characteristics of a professional graphic designer 

 ER- ER+ SR- SR+ 

Least 

important 

Possess 
business 
skills 

Ability to 
conduct 
academic 
research 

Have hand-eye 
skills for 
crafting design 
products 

Be gifted with natural 
born talent 

Most 

important 

Ability to 
justify their 
own design 
process and 
decisions 

Design, 
layout and 
typography 
skills 

Time 
management 
skills 

Ability to integrate 
research, concept 
and process 
seamlessly into a 
final design product, 
and ability to 
distinguish between 
good or bad design 

 

As illustrated in Figure 8 below, a descriptive statistical analysis indicated that the 

dominant knowledge-knower structure valued was ER-, SR-, in other words a 

relativist code. This result was surprising, as based on the existing literature I had 

anticipated a knower code. The relativist code indicates that the participants neither 

valued specialist knowledge nor a specialist knower in GD. 
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Figure 8: Knowledge-knower structure valued in professional Graphic Design 
practice 

 

In contrast, when considering the data using the mode19, the rankings for ER- and SR- 

questions ranged between very important (3) and important (2). The mode indicated 

that for the ER+ and SR+ questions, there was a broader spread of opinions between 

somewhat important (1), important (2) and very important (3). This could be taken to 

indicate a greater range of conflicting opinions amongst the participants regarding the 

rankings awarded to questions for the ER+ and SR+. The mean, medium, mode and 

standard deviation values are represented in Appendix F. 

Although the design of the survey was a useful exercise for myself in considering how 

characteristics might be arranged according to ER and SR, the value of the survey for 

                                            
19 The mode indicates the most occurring ranking per question. 
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this study was limited as it was not directed at GD assessment and therefore could not 

describe the mechanisms and objects that influenced the assessment phenomenon. In 

addition, once I had completed the final analysis of the qualitative data, I reconsidered 

the questions and on reflection would have made a number of changes in the wording 

and the categorisation. For instance, Question 32 ‘Ability to make ethical and moral 

choices when creating design products’ was positioned in SR+. I had however, 

subsequently identified in the qualitative analysis that ethical and moral choices made 

by the designer might be positioned in both SR+ and ER+ depending on which aspect, 

personal or professional, was considered (p.124). Based on these factors, I present no 

further discussion of the survey findings other than to highlight where characteristics 

valued in the survey aligned with the characteristics that were valued in the qualitative 

assessment data. The qualitative data was provided by the study guides and the 

observation and recording of the assessors’ discussions during marking and 

moderation. 

4.1.5.5 The documents used in assessment 

My analysis of the data from four PISA study guides provided insight into the 

knowledge-knower structures that were espoused in the institutional documents. The 

guides were for the modules Graphic Design Studio 1 (ACGD100), Graphic Design 

Studio 2 (ACGD200), Graphic Design Studio 3 (ACGD300) and Web Design 3 

(ACWD300). The guides were therefore from the first-, second- and third-year levels of 

the degree. These modules were selected as they were all year-long modules, and 

were the most discipline-specific in that they dealt directly with the practice of GD. In 

using these criteria, I excluded the theory modules, the semester modules and modules 

that played a supportive or technical role, such as drawing, digital design or typography. 

My approach was therefore a form of purposive sampling (Creswell, 2013).  

The lecturers on the coordinating campus created the study guides, assessment 

structures and procedures, as well as the marking rubrics (Appendix B) for each brief. 
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These documents, including the four study guides, form part of an audit trail20 created 

for this study. The selected study guides ranged in length from 56 to 64 pages and had 

been through a number of revisions since first being written between 2008 and 2010. At 

that stage, lecturers on the coordinating campus who taught each module were required 

to write the guides with little or no support or guidance regarding the requirements or 

construction of such a guide. Many translated what they did in the teaching studio into a 

guide, with little consideration for the multi-campus use of the guides. The guides made 

use of a standardised institutional template designed to align with an OBE approach 

and compliance with the NQF, as this was the type of document that would be 

submitted as evidence for accreditation or re-accreditation purposes. The guide 

template was adapted for practical modules and each guide had undergone minor or 

major changes since it was first written. These changes were sometimes driven by 

changes to policy, or input from new lecturers, external moderators and remote campus 

lecturers.  

The study guides consisted primarily of the formative briefs and contained between five 

to eight briefs per module. Certain guides had more extensive content sections and 

included descriptions of various techniques and exercises. As the guides were used by 

both students and lecturers on all campuses, they were further broken down into broad 

outcomes, specific outcomes, content, briefs, assessment methods and recommended 

reading. This approach can be seen as part of the attempt at constructive alignment as 

discussed previously (p.28). The assessment methods section contained a standard 

description of the GD assessment processes, procedures and rules, for instance that 

the formative assessment mark included marks from all briefs, and that the summative 

assessment consisted of a portfolio (p.3). Each brief might include technical 

specifications and information regarding the target market, a workflow schedule and 

learning outcomes. In addition to the study guide, a marking rubric was issued for each 

brief and these contained fixed categories including: research and resources; thinking; 

                                            
20The audit trail consists of all of the documents related to this research process. This includes study 
guides, video and audio recordings, transcripts, files exported from SurveyMonkey®, NVivo® 10 files and 
the statistical analysis of the survey. These have been digitally stored along with the physical consent 
documents and my research journals. 
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design solutions; technical and professional/personal (Appendix B). The weightings of 

these categories varied for each brief. The text-based study guides therefore provided 

the data describing the espoused assessment criteria. In addition to the text-based 

study guides, the assessors’ assessment practice was observed and recorded as both 

video and audio recordings, which were later transcribed. 

4.1.5.6 Observation 

The use of observation in research originates largely from anthropological studies 

where researchers immerse themselves in a culture, and may participate in the culture, 

as well as observe and interview participants (Kawulich, 2014). Observation provides 

certain benefits in that the researcher may use all of their senses to experience the 

processes, procedures and actions of participants in the field. This is quite different to 

hearing participants interpret their experiences in interviews (Cohen et al., 2007). In 

observation, the interpretation of the participants’ actions shifts into the researcher’s 

domain, as they must decide what underlying constructs are evidenced by the events 

that take place (Cohen et al., 2007). A number of advantages are provided by 

observation in that the subtleties of communication such as body language, interactions 

and expressions are observable; participants may share more than they would in an 

interview; and they may be more willing to participate, as it does not require any 

additional time or effort on their part (Kawulich, 2014). In this study, as participants were 

marking as part of their normal assessment practice, I made little or no additional 

demands on their time, other than asking a few questions for clarification once the 

marking had been completed. This use of observation for data gathering considers that 

“the meanings that actors use and understand are embedded in practices and social 

relations” (Sayer, 2010, p. 148). The assessment practices positioned within the domain 

of the actual were thus open to observation. The observation of group or panel marking 

sessions provided me with access to the practice through the interactions, 

conversations, discussions, negotiations and debates that characterise design panel 

marking (2.2.4). I was presented with what I hoped was an authentic view of the 

practice and the assessor’s social world, rather than the individual’s interpretation of 

their assessment practice that might have been presented in an interview (p.113). 
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Within the observation dynamic, the participants’ and my own understandings or 

experiences were interpreted and communicated through language, referred to 

previously as the double hermeneutic (p.62). I had to consider inclusions and omissions 

in order to identify the tacit knowledge (2.2.2) that assessors used to make value 

judgements. For instance, Morgan (2011) has indicated that design theory is not 

formally addressed in the GD studio, therefore assessors might not explicitly discuss 

theory when judging student work. I therefore inferred that assessors used this form of 

knowledge when making certain judgements which seemed to be guided by tacit rules. 

This included the use of design theory and their knowledge of the history of GD when 

evaluating the use of design principles, composition and aesthetic style. 

There were advantages, disadvantages and practical challenges (p.100) to observation 

as a method to generate data for this case study. When using observation, the 

researcher may choose varying degrees of involvement. These range from the 

‘complete participant’ to the ‘participant as observer’, the ‘nonparticipant/observer-as-

participant’ and finally to the ‘complete observer’ (Creswell, 2013, p. 167). In an effort to 

not influence the assessment practice, especially the awarding of marks, I chose to be a 

‘nonparticipant observer’. In addition, I selected to do unstructured observations in that I 

did not go into the marking sessions with a pre-defined list of actions or facts to look out 

for. Nevertheless, as I had read a great deal of the literature on LCT(Specialisation) 

when I observed some of the sessions, I was often keenly aware when elements 

relating to the theory were described, for instance, when elements of the gaze were 

mentioned by the assessors. Primarily, my approach was guided by R. T.-H. Chen and 

Maton’s (2016) suggestion that data should be allowed to emerge, rather than the 

researcher imposing pre-described categories on the data. This means that the 

researcher has “to go into a situation and observe what is taking place before deciding 

on its significance” (Cohen et al., 2007, p. 397). I made occasional notes, especially if I 

had the opportunity to ask follow-up questions of the participants directly after observing 

a marking session.  
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By observing the assessors while they marked, I was able to see their assessment 

practice as well as the student work being marked and discussed. This does not imply a 

move to a positivist approach, where only what can be observed is deemed to be real. 

The observation data still had to be interpreted and considered in terms of the specialist 

knowledge-knower structuring theory, in order to access the underlying mechanisms 

that were at play at deeper levels of reality. In the process of observing and recording, I 

realised that some participants were more aware of the basis they used for making 

value judgements and were more capable of explicitly stating them. The panel 

discussions recorded varied in detail and descriptive quality and I had to accept that 

certain participants might not be aware, or might intentionally misrepresent, what they 

valued. Misrepresentation could have occurred when assessors felt that they had to 

meet my, or other assessors’, expectations (4.1.3). Considering these factors meant 

that what was said could not always be taken at face value and that as researcher I had 

to consider what was both included and omitted from the assessment conversations. 

However, as most sessions were panel marking sessions, the second assessor acted 

as a check to ensure that the marking was fair and that what was stated was valid. In 

addition, a number of observation sessions were conducted for each module and these 

took place on different campuses and with different assessors; I was able to consider 

what was included in one session, but possibly omitted from another. The feedback 

session with the focus group was a further opportunity to investigate whether the unsaid 

was in fact used in assessment. 

Thus, by observing rather than interviewing, I had access to the embodied assessment 

practice, rather than its theory or interpretation. Observation provided a far richer view 

of practice, in contrast to the pilot interviews, which offered an interpreted view of 

individual assessors’ practice. The analysis of the observation data contrasted with the 

analysis of the study guides, which to me represented the espoused institutional 

assessment practice, or what should be done, rather than the enacted assessment 

practice, or what was done. As the observation sessions were also video recorded, I 

could go back and view these while considering and verifying the transcribed data, 
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although the transcripts of the audio recordings were the primary source of data for 

analysis. All material recorded formed part of the audit trail.  

In spite of attempting to observe the marking sessions as a non-participant, I was on 

occasion asked questions or even canvassed for my opinion of student work. I did not 

give an opinion in these cases, but I acknowledge that my presence did change the 

situation and possibly the assessor’s behaviour. As assessment, whether it be formative 

or summative, is a significant and a high-stakes event in education, I felt it important 

that I should not influence the awarding of marks in any way. My concern was that my 

presence might cause the assessors to change the level of the marks being awarded. 

This was something I wished to avoid if at all possible. Participants were thus asked at 

the end of the observation sessions whether they felt that their marking had been 

influenced by my presence. A second moderation session was offered if they felt this 

had happened. No participants indicated that this was the case. Informally, some 

assessors suggested that they had been more thorough in their process, or had 

discussed the work in greater detail than they would normally have done. I interpreted 

these comments as an indication that they may have felt that their assessment practice 

was on display, or that they should provide me with enough data. Others indicated that 

they had discussed less than they would normally have, as they felt that they had to 

complete the task quickly. As marking sessions can last for extended periods (Appendix 

C), the participants possibly felt that I did not have time to record a session that lasted 

all day. In some cases industry based external moderators had to return to work, and 

this prompted them to mark as quickly as possible. 

When setting up appointments to observe the formative marking sessions, I found that 

lecturers sometimes marked formative briefs alone. As the departmental assessment 

policy required at least two lecturers to mark each brief, this challenged my perspective 

as Dean and ‘neutral researcher’. In addition, individual marking required an adaptation 

of my data-generating technique. I asked lecturers who marked alone to talk me through 

their process using a ‘concurrent think-aloud protocol’, while I recorded the session. The 

participants therefore went about their normal marking practice while verbalising their 
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thinking. Think-aloud protocols have been used extensively in psychology and 

education to study problem-solving processes (Branch, 2000). They have also been 

used in the study of design processes, design thinking and design protocol analysis 

(Galle, 1996; Goldschmidt & Weil, 1998; Christensen & Yasar, 2007); the study of 

assessment practices in the marking of essays (Wolfe, 2006); and the marking of art 

and design (Orr, 2010a). The think-aloud protocol may have the disadvantage of 

requiring the assessor to use language rather than the more “tactile, liminal, sub‐

conscious and tacit” (Orr, 2010a, p. 4) process they would normally use when marking 

alone. Although it cannot perfectly replicate thinking patterns, it does provide a good 

technique to access cognition on tasks that are completed in a relatively short time 

frame (Goldschmidt & Weil, 1998, p. 88). The think-aloud protocol resulted in a rich 

description, a greater focus on explaining the basis for value judgements and more 

data, as assessors made their decision-making process explicit. I also found their 

comments and interaction with the assessment documents and actual student work 

informative. This method allowed me to play a more participatory role, as, although I did 

not give an opinion, the assessors felt that they were talking to me when explaining the 

marks awarded and criteria used and I could prompt them when they fell silent. At the 

end of the think-aloud sessions I also had the opportunity to ask questions or ask the 

assessor to elaborate on certain comments that they had made.  

4.1.5.7 Interviews and member checks 

As descriptions of actors’ experiences contribute to a critical realist study (Scott, 2010), 

a series of interviews with assessors was initially planned. As discussed previously, two 

semi-structured interviews were conducted with two external moderators at the pilot 

stage of data generation (p.102). These were analysed using my initial understanding of 

ER and SR. The objective of the interviews had been to probe the knowledge-knower 

structure that the moderators valued. Nonetheless, the interviews were unsatisfactory, 

as the moderators did not discuss their practice or explain what they valued in GD 

student work. Their discussions were quite general and therefore not linked to the 

selected modules. I was dissatisfied with the questions asked and the answers given, in 

that the moderators discussed broad criteria and these criteria were not linked to 
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specific pieces of student work. The participants discussed assessment as an abstract 

concept, rather than discussing their practice. For instance, one moderator indicated 

that she looked at how colour was used by a student throughout a portfolio, but without 

reference to specific student work there was no way to know if or how this criterion was 

applied in her actual practice. The participants also tended to discuss their own 

institution’s assessment processes and procedures in comparison to those in place at 

PISA.  

A second interview session was conducted approximately six months later on a different 

campus. I interviewed two external moderators at the same time. The data proved to be 

more valuable, as they were both practising graphic designers based in the industry and 

they provided a useful perspective on industry expectations of GD graduates. This 

perspective was in keeping with the consideration of GD as a ‘region’ (5.1), influenced 

by industry, technology and practice. The interview was held during a break from the 

moderation process where I had observed the moderators marking. I was able to make 

notes and ask questions in the interview relating to what the moderators had already 

marked and comments that they had made. These were generally linked to specific 

student work. None of the interviews were used in the data analysis, rather they 

provided background and clarification on aspects that arose from the marking session. 

These recordings and transcriptions are, however, included in the audit trail. 

As the observation sessions outlined in the previous section progressed, I became 

increasingly aware of the benefit of this approach for data generation, as opposed to the 

interviews. Nevertheless, I continued to use the time after observing a marking or 

moderation session to ask participants a few questions if I needed to clarify something, 

but no further formal interviews with individual assessors were conducted.  

There was nonetheless a significant place for the interview in this case study. This was 

at the end of the data generating, analysis and initial writing up of the findings. The 

interview took the form of a ‘member check’, which can be useful in providing feedback 

to participants and to identify “validity threats, your own biases and assumptions” 

(Maxwell, 2004, p. 259). I made use of a focus group of five lecturers from one campus, 
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encouraging them to critique, confirm, contest and illuminate my initial analysis and 

preliminary findings. After the circulation of an early version of my analysis and findings 

(Chapter 6), the focus group discussed the accuracy of my understanding of GD 

assessment in relation to the theory used, as well as my analysis and the conclusions 

that I had arrived at. As experienced GD assessors, their responses to critical and more 

focused questions assisted me with establishing the validity of my explanation of the 

knowledge-knower structures as used in GD assessment. I have included key 

comments from the focus group in the findings chapter (p.168; p.184). 

The involvement of the participants in a feedback session had been planned from the 

early stages of the research design, and the member check doubled as an initial 

feedback session. It enabled me to inform some participants of the outcomes of the 

research, with the aim to disseminate the information and to increase an awareness of 

knowledge-knower structures and which codes were used in GD assessment. In 

addition, a feedback session at the bi-annual GD lecturers’ workshop, attended by 

lecturers from all campuses, was planned. I hoped that ultimately both the lens and 

language of LCT(Specialisation), plus the findings, could inform the existing assessment 

practice. This could possibly contribute to a transformation and improvement of the 

institutional assessment practice and would be in line with one of the critical realist 

objectives of transformation. The LCT approach and findings might even extend to 

improving the curriculum, teaching and learning. This objective was made in the light of 

the assumption that “it is well documented that assessment has a critical influence on 

the quality of teaching and learning (the ‘wash back’ effect) and so can be used as a 

powerful point of leverage for change and improvement in education” (CHE, 2004b, p. 

122). 

4.1.6 Interpretation of data 

As indicated earlier, in order to identify the mechanisms that may cause events, 

abduction and retroduction are modes of inference commonly used in critical realist 

studies (p.64). New and creative insights regarding a phenomenon can be generated 

through applying abduction. Abduction requires the application of a new and credible 
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way of interpreting a phenomenon, for instance by using LCT(Specialisation) I have 

redescribed or recontextualised the phenomenon of GD assessment. In using 

knowledge-structuring theories in this study of GD assessment I therefore moved away 

from the surface domain of actual assessment events, such as the content of criteria or 

the negotiation that takes place in panel marking sessions, to reveal the underlying 

knowledge-knower structures that inform the value judgements made. Theories 

provided the tools used to bridge the gap between the empirically-observed events and 

how these were experienced, and the underlying objects and mechanisms in the 

domain of the real, which created these events.  

Retroduction as a mode of inference aims to identify what must be true in order for an 

observed event to take place as it does (p.65). Through an iterative process of 

generating data regarding the event and proposing possible mechanisms, the essential 

and non-essential elements, relationships and conditions needed for an event to occur 

are identified. Although many elements made up the GD assessment practice, by 

identifying a significant feature, such as the knowledge-knower structures which operate 

at a deeper level of reality, a possible explanation of the phenomenon of GD 

assessment could be offered. Guided by the concept of a stratified reality, the empirical 

data generated were therefore considered through the lens of LCT(Specialisation) in 

order to reveal the underlying knowledge-knower structures and thereby illuminate 

these as possible mechanisms.  

4.1.6.1 Establishing an external language of description 

LCT(Specialisation) (p.79) provided the theory used to frame and analyse the data in 

this case study. The theory enabled a focus on discipline-specific knowledge as an 

object and the specialist knower as someone who may make knowledge claims. Maton 

(2014b, p. 14) refers to Legitimation Code Theory as a ‘conceptual toolkit’ as there are a 

number of tools or dimensions that can be used to conceptualise knowledge, of which 

specialisation is one. He proposes that LCT “enables knowledge practices to be seen, 

their organizing principles to be conceptualized, and their effects to be explored” 

(Maton, 2014b, pp. 2–3). As the knowledge-knower structures are not openly 
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observable to us at the empirical level, the data must be considered in terms of the 

‘internal language of description’ and an ‘external language of description’ (R. T.-H. 

Chen & Maton, 2016). The latter is specific to the study. “The internal language of 

description refers to the syntax whereby a conceptual language is created. The external 

language of description refers to the syntax whereby the internal language can describe 

something other than itself” (Bernstein, 1996, p. 132). In this way, theory can be linked 

to data. This means that, in order to consider GD assessment and what disciplinary 

knowledge was valued by assessors through the lens of LCT(Specialisation), I had to 

create an external language of description for the study. This language allowed for 

movement between the theory and the data, as well as for the analysis of the data. 

Applying LCT(Specialisation) as a conceptual tool to the visual, practice-based 

discipline of GD proved to be challenging.  

My initial strategy was to consider the field of production (Chapter 5), where disciplinary 

knowledge is produced and circulated, in order to establish the knowledge and knower 

and how they might be recontextualised in GD education. Although this approach was 

adjusted for the final analysis of the data, throughout the analysis process I moved 

reflectively between the literature, the theory and the data. By using the literature on 

what could be considered GD knowledge and knower as defined in the field of 

production (5.2), I aligned an initial set of GD knowledge and knower characteristics 

with ER and SR as illustrated in Table 6 below. This was used to do a preliminary 

analysis of some of the study guide and observation data.  

Table 6: Potential graphic design LCT(Specialisation) codes 

Epistemic relations Social relations 

Theory and practice Theory and practice 

Judgements that relate to:  

 design and art history 

 theory, principles and procedures, 

 materials and processes  

Judgements that relate to:  

 aesthetics 

 ethical and moral choices 

 integration of knowledge and 
practice 

 professional identity 



 
118 

 

In spite of this initial structure, I wrestled with relating the predefined categories to the 

data and to identify the relative strengths and weakness of ER and SR. When I 

compared the categories that I had identified with those established by Steyn (2012) in 

Table 7, there was some alignment. Table 7 includes the LCT dimensions of semantic 

density (SD) and semantic gravity (SG) which, as discussed in section 3.4.1 (p.77), 

were not used in this case study. 

Table 7: Definitions of Maton’s semantic and specialization codes as applicable to 
recontextualised design knowledge (Steyn, 2012, p. 44) 

 

 

Having taken this initial route to analysing the pilot data, certain study guides and 

observation recordings, I reflected on the approach and revaluated my method, taking 

into account a number of factors. Firstly, I considered Bernstein’s (1999) belief that the 

knowledge structures found in the field of production do not necessarily occur in the 

fields of recontextualisation or reproduction (3.3.2). Secondly, as a region, GD may 

draw knowledge from a number of areas of production as well as from the professional 

practice of GD (5.2). Assessment falls within the field of reproduction and could 

therefore contain some, but not necessarily all, of the knowledge and knower 

characteristics valued in the fields of production and recontextualisation. Thirdly, I 

considered the methods described in more recent studies that made use of 

LCT(Specialisation) as a conceptual and analytic tool, including research by Luckett, 

Hunma and Pancham (2012), Steyn (2012) and R. T.-H. Chen and Maton (2016). 

These suggest that, at the beginning stages of an analysis, categories should be 
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allowed to emerge “from the data itself and not from the internal language of the theory” 

(R. T.-H. Chen & Maton, 2016, Chapter 2, Section 4, para. 6). Therefore, the data 

generated in a particular discipline, context and phenomenon should be allowed to 

‘speak for itself’, and only then should the data be considered in relation to the theory.  

My subsequent strategy was thus to allow the specialist knower and knowledge to 

emerge from the data, rather than impose the categories on the data. Using this 

approach, a study-specific external language of description could be created. As 

indicated above, R. T.-H. Chen and Maton (2016) discuss establishing an external 

language of description to bridge the gap between the LCT(Specialisation) theory and 

the actual practice being investigated. They state that epistemic relations and social 

relations will appear in different empirical forms in each context and study (R. T.-H. 

Chen & Maton, 2016). In addition to providing a language that can be used to move 

between the theory and empirical data, the language of description assists with making 

explicit what is often implicitly known to those who work within the practice (Carvalho et 

al., 2009). This was particularly necessary in a field where assessors evaluated visual 

pieces and where many tacit elements of connoisseurship contributed to the 

assessment practice (2.2.2). It was therefore essential to establish an external language 

of description specific to this case study of GD assessment practice. 

In order to address the challenges of relating the theory to the empirical data, I followed 

R. T.-H. Chen and Maton’s sugested process of “thematic analysis of data, arrangement 

of that coded data into a descriptive account using the organizing frameworks, and 

analysis of this descriptive data using LCT” (2016, Chapter 2, Section 4, para. 6). The 

theory was therefore ultimately used to organise the data and to negotiate meaning 

(Sayer, 2010, p. 25), which required an iterative movement between the empirical data 

and LCT(Specialisation). LCT as a conceptual tool is evolving as it is used in research 

and applied to different disciplines and in different contexts (Maton, 2014b, p. 15). The 

language of description defined in one project therefore cannot be applied in a 

prescriptive manner to different phenomena. Firstly, the data from the study guides and 

the observed marking sessions were coded and labels applied. These labels might 
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indicate elements such as ‘student chooses’, ‘technical’ or ‘look and feel’ (Appendix E). 

Secondly, I integrated a number of labels into themes (Appendix D). The next step was 

to classify themes into ER and SR and then in terms of the concepts of classification 

and framing (p.66) in order to define the continuum of stronger to weaker ER or stronger 

to weaker SR.  

4.1.6.2 Defining the relative strength and weakness or ER and SR 

In LCT(Specialisation), the concepts of classification and framing (p.81) are used to 

distinguish the relative strength or weakness of ER and SR. In these concepts, 

knowledge and how clearly bounded the knowledge is from other forms of knowledge 

indicate a stronger or weaker ER. In addition, if there are specific objects of study and 

very clear “theoretical or methodological approaches for accessing that object” (Maton, 

2014b, p. 32), this equates to stronger epistemic relations (ER+). For instance, in this 

study design theory would fall into this category. Stronger epistemic relations would 

have stronger framing which equates to little or no choice in the object of study and the 

procedures used. In the field of reproduction, framing refers to who has the power over 

the sequencing, hierarchy or acceptable behaviour and evaluative criteria (3.3.1). If the 

student could choose these aspects, I considered framing to be weaker; if the brief in 

the study guide had to be strictly followed, the framing was stronger. 

Seen in these terms and with the categories indicated above in mind, it was difficult to 

clearly differentiate the data from the practical studio-based modules in relation to ER 

and SR. As an example, the Web Design study guide (6.3.3) provided little or no 

reference to design history or theory. Nonetheless, there were references to a 

contextual history of certain software programmes and technology such as the World 

Wide Web. It was a complex technical module that required a high level of skill with 

specialised software. Students learnt to use complicated software programmes and 

were expected to be able to code21. The module also required students to use specific 

materials, principles and procedures.  

                                            
21 Coding requires the use of computer languages in order to programme elements and actions within the 
web page design. 
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As part of SR, a GD knower would have to possess a legitimate gaze in order to be able 

to recognise what was valued within the discipline. A specialist gaze (p.83) requires the 

student to possess a ‘unique insight’ and certain ‘ideal attributes’ “which serve as the 

basis for professional identity within the field” (Maton, 2014b, p. 32). Once again, 

identifying SR in the study guides was possibly even more challenging than identifying 

epistemic relations. It was difficult to separate aesthetic outcomes from design theories, 

procedural and technical outcomes. Framing was more straightforward as it was 

indicated by who controlled the choices, for example, whether the students could define 

their own design solutions within a brief, choose their own techniques and set their own 

assessment criteria.  

Using classification and framing as analytical concepts worked reasonably effectively for 

the study guide data, which could be seen as the espoused curriculum and evaluative 

criteria for the modules. Yet, as indicated in the previous section, these concepts were 

not easily applied to the analysis of the data generated by the assessor conversations 

recorded during the observed marking sessions (p.109). What was required was a more 

nuanced language that could describe the stronger or weaker ER and SR. The 

conceptual tool and external language of description needed to be sensitive enough to 

provide an in-depth analysis of the assessment conversations, which would ultimately 

reveal the underlying structures valued in assessment. I therefore turned to a typology 

used in a language of description previously established by Steyn (2012) for the broader 

field of design at a foundation level22. 

Steyn (2012) describes the various levels of design expertise based on the work of 

Dorst (2008), Cross (2004), B. Lawson (2004) and N. Lee (2009). Dorst (2008, pp. 8–9) 

includes seven levels of design expertise ranging from: naïve, novice, advanced 

beginner, competent, expert, master to the highest level of visionary. For the BA Degree 

which is the focus of this case study, only the levels of novice, advanced beginner and 

competent were applicable and these are described in Table 8 below. These categories 

                                            
22 Foundation programmes are offered at many HE institutions in South Africa as bridging programmes 
that assist students in preparing for entry into HE programmes such as degrees and diplomas. 
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align to some extent with the understanding and skills used in tacit expertise as 

described by Eraut (2006) in Table 1 (p.37). The typology of levels of expertise was 

used by Steyn (2012) to refine the language of description when using the LCT 

dimensions of Specialisation and Semantics in order to analyse the studio-based 

modules of a design foundation programme curriculum.  

Table 8: Levels of design expertise based on Steyn (2012, pp. 51–58) 

Levels of 
expertise 

Code To be acquired Problem 
types 

Learner 

Novice Knowledge 
code (ER+, 
SR-) 

Rules, technique, 
methods, process (the 
parts) 

General 
context 

Obedient 
learner 

Advanced 
beginner 

Knowledge 
code (ER+, 
SR-) to elite 
(ER+, SR+) or 
knower code 
(ER-, SR+)  

How the parts relate to 
the whole. Develop 
habits based on 
accumulated examples 
and experience. 
Sensitivity to rules and 
how, when and in what 
situation to apply them. 

Authentic 
context 

Supervised 
learner 

Competent Knower (ER-, 
SR+) or elite 
code (ER+, 
SR+) 

Select, organise, order 
information, plan and 
strategise based on 
experience. 
Independent, emotional 
involvement. 

Authentic 
contexts and 
problems. Ill-
defined or 
wicked 
problems. 

Self-
reflective 
learner 

 

The themes that I had identified in the data could thus be classified, firstly, according 

to ER or SR. Subsequently, by using the concepts of classification and framing and 

the typology of design expertise, I could establish if, within a category, they were 

stronger or weaker. For instance, technique was valued at all levels of the degree and 

I considered it a form of specialised procedural knowledge (ER). Novice students, at a 

first-year level, were given a technique to use and were required to complete a 

number of exercises to develop the related technical skills. They had to follow set 

procedures to do this and had little or no choice over the design process. At a first-

year or novice level, the decisions students were required to make regarding 
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technique were often based on common sense (Popovic, 2004, p. 531), and the 

knowledge used was not necessarily unique to GD. Although there was stronger 

framing, technique was coded as ER-. In the third year, students were required to 

select a technique from a wide range of options, as long as the technique was 

appropriate to the design problem, the solution, the process, the final product and the 

user. Each student was expected to arrive at a unique solution that he/she, as an 

individual, had identified, indicating weaker framing. Third-year students therefore 

made greater use of both GD specialist knowledge and multi-disciplinary knowledge, 

and these choices could not be dictated by the study guide or by the lecturer, resulting 

in a further weakening on the ER- continuum.  

The themes that I identified from the data are organised in Table 9 below as ER and 

SR. The relative strength or weakness for each theme in the two categories was 

established by using the concepts of classification and framing and by considering the 

levels of expertise, which were linked to judgement-making. Fremantle and Kearney 

(2015) consider judgement-making as the key purpose of art and design education. In 

this study, the student as novice was not expected to make independent judgements. 

This occurred either when the study guide was extremely prescriptive, and therefore 

no judgement was required, or when the judgements were made by the lecturer. At the 

higher levels of study, the student was expected to be an independent decision maker 

and problem solver, who could evaluate his/her own and others’ performance. These 

students would also be able to judge GD work within the context of GD history and 

iconic design. Each of these themes is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 6. 
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Table 9: Graphic design epistemic relations and social relations as identified in 
assessment 

Epistemic Relations Social Relations 

Design theory and rules Look and feel or aesthetics (gaze) 

Technique including design and 

production methods 

Concept based on critical, creative thinking 

Industry or real world relevant, 

including sustainable design 

Design process from research to production 

Interdisciplinary knowledge   Professionalism or acceptable behaviour 

 Work shows integration of concept, look and feel, 

technique and function in order to communicate 

effectively 

The theme of socially-responsible or sustainable design (5.4) could be positioned in 

both ER and SR. The ER aspects would be reflected in the technical knowledge and 

procedures required to create sustainable design. An example might be the knowledge 

of environmentally-friendly inks and papers to be used when printing, thereby 

minimising the negative impact of the production process on the environment. The more 

personal and altruistic aspects of creating designs that benefit others and potentially 

transform others’ lives and the life of the designer him/herself can be categorised as 

SR. In this study sustainable design was categorised as ER, as only the technical 

aspects emerged, although minimally, in the analysis of the data. Steyn (2012) positions 

moral judgements in SR, but this aspect was not identified in the data generated in this 

study. In a critical realist study, such as this one, identifying things that match and relate 

is important in an analysis, but it is equally important to identify what does not match or 

relate (Sayer, 2010).The absence of sustainable design is therefore considered 

significant and is discussed in the following chapter (p.157) and in the findings (6.4). 
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4.1.6.3 Coding and analysis using LCT(Specialisation)  

All of the documents and transcripts were imported into the NVivo® 1023 programme, 

which was used both to organise and to code the data. Having moved away from what 

Creswell (2013) refers to as pre-existent categories, to emergent categories, I coded the 

data in its various forms, per module, and applied labels that seemed appropriate for the 

selected data. The labelling was done one module at a time, which gave me the 

opportunity to thoroughly familiarise myself with the module and the language used in 

the study guide and by the assessors during formative and summative assessment. The 

overall coding categories are illustrated in Appendix D. 

Once these parameters described above had been established, the labels identified in 

the data were organised into broader themes, what R. T.-H. Chen and Maton (2016 

Chapter 2, Section 4, para. 7) refer to as ‘thematic analysis’. Here, meaning was 

inferred from the data. For instance, where I had labels indicating ‘student chooses’, 

‘lecturer chooses’ or ‘follow study guide’, these related to who had the power to make 

decisions, and were descriptive of stronger or weaker framing. Thus the power could 

reside predominantly with either the study guide, the lecturer or the student. 

The following stage was to establish ‘organisational codes’ (R. T.-H. Chen & Maton, 

2016, Chapter 2, Section 4, para. 8) by describing what was found in the data and 

selecting descriptive statements from the data. These empirical descriptions were 

established for each study guide and each formative and summative assessment 

session. Next, the knowledge-knower structures or organising principles were identified 

as they emerged from these themes and descriptions. This ‘analytic coding’ considered 

the categories in relation to the LCT(Specialisation) codes (R. T.-H. Chen & Maton, 

2016, Chapter 2, Section 4, para. 12) and, from this analysis, the codes of elite, 

knowledge, knower or relativist (p.82) were identified. Finally, a comparison between 

the established codes for each module according to study guide, formative and 

summative assessment and campus was completed (p.177). In all of these stages, 

identifying what was not stated or what did not emerge, in relation to the original 

                                            
23 NVivo is a software programme in which data can be collected, organised and analysed. 
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categories established in Table 6 (p.117), was also of significance. The final comparison 

allowed for the identification of code clashes, matches and shifts of knowledge-knower 

structures in each module, at the formative and summative stages of assessment, and 

on each campus.  

As the observation sessions were not standardised, the NVivo coverage, which 

quantifies in percentages how much text is dedicated to a particular theme, could not be 

used to establish the significance of the categories in the data from each session. In 

some cases, one assessor marked four pieces and the session lasted for over an hour. 

In other cases, a panel of two assessors marked two pieces and the session lasted for 

ten minutes. My analysis therefore used the NVivo coverage as an overall indication of 

what attributes dominated the module. However, my own interpretation of the data was 

used to determine which knowledge-knower structures were valued. Maxwell (2012) 

proposes that theoretical validity extends to labelling actual events in terms of the theory 

and proposing a valid explanation. These aspects influence the interpretation of the 

data. Therefore, including or excluding aesthetics in the category of the GD knower is 

one example of where a valid judgement had to be made. Another interpretation was 

made when considering the autonomy that students had to choose techniques and 

target markets and processes, and how this related to framing as it was indicated in 

who had the power over pacing, sequencing and the evaluative criteria.  

4.2 Ethics 

Ethical issues that were encountered in this research study were varied and occurred at 

all stages of the research process. I have addressed a number of these in the section 

on insider research, which included the ethical dilemmas created by the power disparity 

between myself and the assessors (4.1.3). In this section I will focus on the more formal 

requirements, as well as the sensitivity of assessment as a topic.  

Before proceeding with this case study, the necessary ethical clearance and 

permissions were granted by the Faculty of Education Higher Degrees’ Committee at 

Rhodes University, where I was reading towards the degree, and by the Research 

Committee at PISA, the institutional context of the study. In addition, all of the 
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participants were informed of the aims of the research and were asked to read and sign 

a consent form (see Appendix G). Part of informed consent aims to ensure that 

participants understand that they are free not to participate (Cohen et al., 2007), or to 

opt out of the research at any point. This was clearly stated in the documents and in the 

introduction to the online survey, the interview and observation sessions. In an effort to 

protect the assessors’ identities, each participant was given a pseudonym and the 

campus names were substituted with random letters. My decision to allocate 

pseudonyms rather than numbers or letters to assessors was based on my intention to 

value the voice of the individual and the diversity of the staff in the PISA context. I 

allocated names randomly, irrespective of gender, ethnicity or race. When I asked the 

focus group about this decision they responded positively to the approach. Student 

names, student numbers and any identifiable descriptions of student work were 

changed when they were referred to. Part of the ethical clearance granted by PISA was 

a requirement to ensure appropriate anonymity for the institution, as well as to submit 

the findings to the PISA Research Committee and Management Committee. I have 

complied in all ways possible with these requirements. 

A separate aspect to the ethical challenges faced was what should be done when I 

observed that assessors were, for instance, not following PISA procedures. This 

presented a conflict between my responsibilities as Dean, to ensure quality, and as 

researcher, to ensure anonymity for the participants and campuses. In most of these 

cases these were small shifts or omissions in how the assessment was conducted, such 

as marking alone rather than using the panel marking system. I have indicated in 

Chapter 6 (p.164) and Chapter 7 (p.222) the possible effect that these changes might 

have for the institutional and broader contexts and in relation to the identified 

Specialisation codes. I also observed that lecturers had differing interpretations of 

requirements and had made additions to the curriculum. In some cases, what lecturers 

were adding was a potential improvement on the curriculum and assessment process. 

My decision was to inform the GD Head of Programme of these at a later stage, without 

referring to the individual assessor or to the specific campus. She could then follow up 

on these aspects. 
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4.3 Quality 

Whereas a quantitative approach assumes the use of explicit criteria to ensure validity, 

reliability and generalisability, a realist approach to qualitative research, although not 

rejecting criteria by which validity and reliability should be established, emphasises that 

these criteria cannot be generic. I accept that research taking place in an open 

education system differs from positivist scientific research, and that what is traditionally 

termed validity and generalisability may need to be considered in different terms and by 

different criteria (Seale, 1999, 2002; Maxwell, 2012).  

Although case study is accepted as a rigorous and valuable research method, 

especially in education, how or if generalisations can, or should be, made is still 

debated (Cohen et al., 2007; Yin, 2009). Generalisability can be described as “the 

extent to which one can extend the account given of a particular situation or population 

to other persons, times, or settings than those directly studied” (Maxwell, 2012, p. 141). 

In a qualitative case study where an explanation of the underlying causal mechanisms 

can be established, this explanation is context specific and therefore must be compared 

to “the particular claim that the evidence is asserted to support, the way the evidence 

was generated and the epistemic situation in which these claims are made” (Maxwell, 

2012, p. 147). The causal explanations arrived at in this research study of GD 

assessment must therefore be seen in relation to the context and the phenomenon, with 

their particular combination of objects and mechanisms. This is not to say that this 

research and explanation have no further value outside of the case study; these 

contributions are addressed in section 7.3. Although explanations arrived at through 

case studies are not universally generalisable, they “are generalizable to theoretical 

propositions” (Yin, 2009, p. 15). In other words, the theory or explanation arrived at can 

be generalised to different cases. Therefore, the identification of causal mechanisms in 

one case may provide the basis for the further refinement of a theory, or the 

development of a new theory (Easton, 2010), that has application outside of the original 

case. If the GD assessment practice at PISA valued particular knowledge-knower 

structures, the question would be whether the explanation can be applied to different 

institutions or to different practice-based fields. The various tools of LCT have been 
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used in numerous studies in the field of education to reveal the underlying structures. 

Thus, the way that LCT(Specialisation) was used in this case study as a conceptual tool 

to consider assessment within a practice-based field might be of use to others wishing 

to apply the theory to other areas of assessment, other fields of design, or different 

practice-based fields (7.1). The identification of causal mechanisms may have broader 

relevance when the mechanism is considered in similar contexts, or different contexts 

which potentially produce the same, or different outcomes (L. Price, 2007; Wynn & 

Williams, 2012). This implies, that although this case study is situated within the context 

of GD assessment, it may be possible to apply what was established to other contexts 

and to fields that have similar characteristics. For instance, the macro context (2.1) and 

the characteristics of GD assessment (2.2) occur at many HE institutions in South 

Africa. The processes and procedures of GD assessment are based on an art and 

design assessment tradition that can be found in design education around the world. 

This extends the potential benefits from an understanding of the identified underlying 

knowledge-knower structures used in GD assessment as well as the theoretical 

approach and language used to describe these. Additionally, the assessment of 

complex or wicked outcomes is not unique to GD; understanding the challenges of this 

type of assessment might be informed by the findings of this case study. The individual 

reader would need to judge the usefulness of the findings discussed in Chapter 6 and 

Chapter 7 in terms of their own context. 

In a critical realist study, the quality of the explanation is based on ‘judgemental 

rationality’ (3.1) which “holds that there are rational, intersubjective bases for 

determining the relative merits of competing knowledge claims” (Maton & Moore, 2009, 

p. 4). Therefore, providing the best possible argument that stands up to scrutiny against 

other explanations is considered a valid and acceptable explanation (Easton, 2010). 

This accommodates a provisional explanation, accepting that knowledge is fallible and 

the research process including interactions such as the feedback session and my 

observation of the assessment practice could change the object of study. In other words 

the assessment practice of the institution and individual assessors might be changed as 

a result.  
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4.4 Conclusion 

In this research design chapter, I have outlined the methodology and process including 

how the case study aligned with the critical realist metatheory and the concept of a 

stratified reality. I outlined how the data gathered, at the actual and empirical levels 

were coded using the LCT(Specialisation) theory to excavate the mechanisms at the 

level of the real. By describing the selection, types and sources of data generated and 

the approaches taken for the data analysis, I established the logic of why each element 

was selected and used in order to answer the research question.  

As part of this strategy I highlighted areas of contention, such as the ethical implications 

of insider research and the topic of assessment that could potentially have implications 

for the institution, myself, assessors and for students. As assessment is a critical 

element of student success and certification, I reflected on the broad ethical issues of 

influence and power, and the more specific ethical challenges that I faced as an insider 

researcher. The two roles that I played, those of Dean and researcher, were 

considered. I indicated the mechanisms put into place to consider these elements and 

my strategies to minimise any negative impact. 

A significant aspect of the research design was the application of Bernstein’s knowledge 

theories and LCT(Specialisation), which provided me with a language and the tools to 

describe and analyse the data. My adaption of how the knowledge-knower structures 

could be described, especially when applied to the analysis of the assessors’ panel 

discussions, was highlighted. This adaption was primarily achieved through the creation 

of a context-specific external language of description informed by Steyn’s (2012) study. 

The language of description and subsequent analytical tool included the typology of 

design expertise used in conjunction with classification and framing, which enabled the 

identification of the relative strengths of ER and SR.  

Finally, I outlined how I addressed the issues of validity and generalisability. This 

chapter therefore explained how I made the link between the metatheory, the working 

theories and the empirical data. Ultimately the research design chapter establishes how 

the findings and conclusions discussed in Chapter 6 and Chapter 7 were arrived at.   
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Chapter 5 Graphic Design disciplinary knowledge 

In the previous chapter, I indicated that the field of production had informed my initial 

categorisation and understanding of GD knowledge and knower as illustrated in Table 6 

(p.117). In this chapter, I consider the fields of production and recontextualisation for 

GD, as new knowledge is established, evaluated and circulated in the field of 

production, and this knowledge may be selected and then recontextualised for use in 

the studio and in assessment. I begin the chapter with Bernstein’s (1996) description of 

‘regions’, in which he establishes a theoretical structure that describes how knowledge 

may be recontextualised within professional or vocational courses. By using the concept 

of regions to interpret the empirical domain where the GD field is described in industry 

practices, research and practice-based research, I continue with a critical realist 

approach of linking theory to data in order to uncover and describe objects and 

mechanisms at deeper levels. By considering design as a practice, a vocation and, in 

some cases, a profession, I identify the potential sources of new knowledge that may be 

selected for use in design education. In addition, I describe different types of new 

knowledge that may be established in design where various research approaches are 

used, including some that are focused on design practice.  

Although the knowledge-knower structure for GD might differ from, for instance, 

architectural design, this has yet to be extensively researched (Carvalho et al., 2009). 

Considering that the various forms of design may value different knowledge-knower 

structures, I have decided to focus on the practice of design, which is constructed 

around the design process, in order to consider the field of production. In this chapter, I 

have therefore drawn on literature from the broader field of design, as most forms of 

design have the design process at the heart of the practice. It is the making of artefacts 

in order to solve complex problems that makes design practices similar (Wang & Ilhan, 

2009).  

Wheelahan points out that “knowledge cannot be reduced to the conditions of its 

production, even though it bears the marks of its production process, in particular the 
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marks of power and exclusion” (2005). In the same way, the sources of the knowledge-

knower structures valued in assessment leave their mark, which is significant 

considering the role that assessment plays in access, achievement and progression. In 

addition, assessment has a powerful wash back effect on curriculum and teaching 

(p.115). Bernstein (1996) indicates that the knowledge valued in the field of production 

may or may not be selected and recontextualised for use in the curriculum, as there are 

often outside factors that influence what is selected and used. Although the aim of this 

research study was not to arrive at a comparison between what was valued in the field 

of GD production and what was valued in the field of reproduction (assessment), as 

discussed in the previous chapter, the two fields informed my understanding of design 

knowledge and knower and how these might be categorised in terms of epistemic 

relations and social relations. This chapter therefore assisted me to establish the first 

set of ER, SR characteristics described in Table 6 (p.117) that I used in my initial 

analysis of the assessment data. In the final analysis, I took a different approach (4.1.6), 

by allowing the themes to emerge from the data before considering them in relation to 

the LCT(Specialisation) theory (Table 9, p.124). Once the analysis and findings were 

completed (Chapter 6), these were considered in relation to the discussion in this 

chapter. Through this process I identified that there was one key discrepancy between 

the two fields, that of sustainable design, which appeared to be valued in the field of 

production, but not in the assessment data. This is discussed at the end of this chapter 

(5.4) and in section 6.4. 

5.1 The regional mode of pedagogic discourse 

In the field of production, knowledge may be selected and recontextualised for use in 

education and then further adapted and reproduced in the classroom and in 

assessment. Bernstein (1996, 1999) indicates that, in the field of production, specialised 

disciplinary texts and discourses are established, controlled and distributed. New 

knowledge, such as that published in academic journals, may be recontextualised in 

text books and taught in the classroom or studio and assessed. This is a process of 

selection by individuals and groups, or what Coleman refers to as the “mediated choices 

of key curriculum players” (Coleman, 2015, p. 259), and not all new knowledge will find 
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its way from the field of production into the studio or into the assessment criteria used. 

As my research considered GD practical studio-based modules, which have more 

vocational or occupational goals, I found that text-based knowledge was not the only 

source of new knowledge that could be recontextualised and used in the teaching studio 

and in assessment. The other sources of new knowledge include industry (p.140) and 

practice (5.2.2.2) which are discussed later in this chapter. 

5.1.1 Performance modes 

For occupational, vocational or professional qualifications, recontextualisation may 

occur in the form of three ‘performance modes’; these are ‘singulars’, ‘regions’ and 

‘generic’ (Bernstein, 1996). “Performance modes are based on different principles of 

text construction, on different knowledge bases and on different social organisations” 

(Bernstein, 1996, p. 51). For example, the generic mode may exist as trainable 

competencies, such as the competencies required in the workplace (Bernstein, 1996, 

pp. 53–54). These competencies appear in the curriculum no matter what the discipline 

and are often related to market place demands, or the dictates of outside organisations 

such as government education departments. Singulars, as knowledge structures, are 

disciplines with a clear and visible identity and their own language and rules 

(Wheelahan, 2008). They are clearly separate from other singulars. Each has its own 

specialised discourse, rules of entry and ways of being (Muller & Young, 2013), and 

they may have either hierarchical or horizontal (3.3.3) knowledge structures (Shay & 

Steyn, 2016). Singulars are considered to be inward looking and the practitioners have 

a strong disciplinary identity and control over many aspects including the specialised 

knowledge and codes of conduct (Muller & Young, 2013). 

5.1.1.1 Regions 

On the other hand “regions are the interface between disciplines (singulars) and the 

technologies they make possible” (Bernstein, 1996, p. 52). Regions are common 

structures for professional qualifications such as architecture and medicine. They may 

draw on singulars from a number of disciplines, or on other regions, and these are 

linked to practice (Bernstein, 1996). In other words, regions sit between two influences 
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and sources of knowledge, on one side disciplinary knowledges and on the other side 

outside influences such as industry, professional bodies, professional practices, 

regulations and technologies24. Where disciplinary knowledge dominates, the region 

demonstrates ‘conceptual coherence’, however, where the real world dominates there 

may be ‘contextual coherence’ (Muller, 2008a, p. 21). In design, drawing on knowledge 

from a variety of disciplines in order to solve real world problems is a common objective. 

Problem solving would therefore provide the contextual coherence or outward 

orientation of the design practice. The contextual coherence for GD will be discussed in 

more detail later in section 5.4. In the newer regions, singulars may be replaced by 

other regions, therefore no clearly-bounded disciplinary knowledge exists as the 

boundaries between subjects become blurred. Design practice plays an integrative role, 

as the designer accesses knowledge from a number of disciplines and input from 

various stakeholders (Buchanan, 1992).  

The PISA GD degree, as an example of a region, at one point included the disciplines of 

English, Psychology and Cultural Studies, as well as History of Graphic Design. At the 

time of this case study, Psychology was no longer part of the degree, English had been 

replaced by Business English and Cultural Studies had been replaced by 

Communication Science. When professional and vocational curricula are based on the 

type of structure indicated in Figure 9, Bernstein (1996) suggests that the region may be 

pushed and pulled by cultural, economic and technological changes, and therefore the 

singulars may change with the demands of the practice. The ethos of the institution may 

also cause shifts in the singulars and regions selected. For instance, PISA as an 

institution emphasised that students should be ‘real world ready’, which was tied to 

employability (SA Study, 2015). Therefore, there might be pressure on curriculum 

designers to select certain singulars and regions that align with industry needs and 

employability trends.  

                                            
24 Although this is not explicit Bernstein’s (1996) reference to technologies may be broader that my use of 
the concept in this document. 
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Figure 9: Graphic design as a region 

Some forms of design, such as those found in engineering and architecture, fall within 

professions and have professional bodies that define standards, and in some cases 

they may dictate the singulars that are selected for use in education. Other forms of 

design, such as GD, are what Bernstein (1996) refers to as ‘new regions’, where the 

needs of the field of practice impact more strongly on the selection of the knowledge to 

be recontextualised. Work or industry-based practices may thus be recontextualised for 

use in the curriculum (Shay, 2012). In this case study, I clearly identified the influence of 

industry in the assessment practice (p.168 and p.198).  

In addition to the influence of outside organisations, the technological environment that 

graphic designers function in has changed substantially from its early craft beginnings. 

In the 1970s, the production of a silkscreened advertising poster may have been 

designed and printed by hand and distributed to a limited local audience. Since the 

introduction of the World Wide Web and related technologies, a graphic designer can 

design a web site as an element of a large digital advertising campaign incorporating a 
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variety of media and using various software programmes. Through internet-based web 

sites it is possible to interact with global audiences. Thus, with changes in technology 

and practice, the singulars and regions currently used in a GD degree differ from those 

used thirty years ago, for instance, web designers must now learn computer coding 

(p.201). The influence of rapidly-changing technology, increasingly complex design 

problems (2.2.1) and growing markets have resulted in a region strongly influenced by 

forces outside of the field. These rapid changes provide challenges to those designing 

curricula, as well as those responsible for teaching and assessing. Wolff and Hoffman 

(2014) indicate that in the field of Mechatronics engineering assessors may not be able 

to keep up with all the latest innovations. This could result in individual assessors 

valuing different knowledge and knower attributes and therefore valuing different 

knowledge-knower structures. In GD the panel marking system may alleviate this to 

some extent, as assessors can share and update knowledge while they mark (p.165). 

As indicated above, GD as a new region has a strong outward orientation towards 

practice, and the practice may be based in the industry and in a technological context. 

New regions such as GD, as well as journalism and business studies, suffer from what 

Muller and Young (2013, p. 132) refer to as ‘internal instability’ and ‘fractiousness’, in 

that they respond to changing external needs and trends. In GD the push and pull can 

also be seen in the valuing of more theoretical or propositional knowledge, and the 

valuing commercial industry expectations and standards (Logan, 2007; Clarence-

Fincham & Naidoo, 2013). The diverse influences on GD curricula are illustrated in the 

following quote: 

Graphic design curricula must be flexible and responsive. As designers and 
educators we must strengthen the relationships between design and the 
sciences, between design and business organisations, and between design 
and relevant communities. There is little doubt that the design paradigm will 
continue to shift, as will the current economic, social, cultural, environmental, 
technological and political contexts in which it operates. (Triggs, 2011, p. 
125) 

Muller and Young also claim that “regions construct specialised identities by projection 

of the knowledge as a practice in some context” (2013, p. 132). When this is the case 
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the practitioner may be valued for what they can do, or for their skills and know-how, 

and not for what they know (Muller & Young, 2013). This warning is particularly relevant 

in a field such as GD, where theory and knowledge are not always made explicit in the 

studio (Sims & Shreeve, 2006; Logan, 2007; Morgan, 2011) or between assessors. 

When knowledge is not made explicit it becomes difficult for students to recognise that it 

is valued in the discipline. In addition, technology and software have eliminated certain 

knowledge and a number of skills previously required of graphic designers. The 

resulting public perception may be that anyone who can use design software 

programmes is a graphic designer, even if all they have is technical know-how (6.3.3). 

The overall structure of the region which faces in two directions may impact on curricula 

and what is valued and used in assessment. Changes in what dominates, for instance 

particular singulars or industry needs, may cause the knowledge-knower structures to 

change over time.  

5.1 The recontextualisation of knowledge and knower 

One of the challenges in this study was that the knowledge that appears in books, 

journals and conference proceedings regarding design theories, models and principles 

may or may not be carried through in an explicit way to the pedagogy and assessment 

of practical studio-based modules. In my experience, textbooks are seldom used for 

practical modules and the more theoretical modules, such as history and design theory, 

are addressed in separate modules. Modules such as design history and theory are 

often included in GD curricula as standalone modules, thus History of Graphic Design 1, 

2 and 3 and Advertising Theory were modules that were presented separately from the 

practical modules of this study. Collina (2007) indicates that this type of structure, which 

is common in current design education, attempts to accommodate both a scientific and 

an artistic approach to design knowledge, whereas traditionally in craft education the 

two would be seamlessly combined. This can be seen as trying to accommodate two 

conceptual orientations. Theory modules, which are more text-based and propositional 

in both content and assessment, are in my experience also often physically separated 
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on the time table, offered in different venues and, in some cases, presented by 

specialist lecturers who may or may not be GD practitioners.  

There has been some debate regarding the sidelining of theoretical knowledge when 

practice dominates the conceptualising of a curriculum25. Sauthoff highlights the 

importance of theory in design, indicating that design education in South Africa should 

“establish a systematic basis and accumulate a body of knowledge that will aid the 

integration of relevant aspects of the discourse into the practicing arena” (2004, p. 49). 

As knowledge in OBE is seen to underpin practice, it may or may not be easily 

accessed by students through the curriculum (Wheelahan, 2008) and may or may not 

be explicitly assessed. This downplaying of theory can be seen as a knowledge 

structure problem, where new fields with no history of explicit knowledge tend to 

emphasise practice with “no attempt to explicitly identify the theoretical underpinnings of 

practice” (Wheelahan, 2008, p. 15). In design education, the dominance of practice can 

also be linked to a number of factors such as an inability or unwillingness to describe 

disciplinary knowledge and theories on the part of curriculum designers, lecturers and 

students (Percy, 2004), or the lack of agreement or consensus of what knowledges are 

required and valued in design.  

In my experience as Dean, many students failed to see the relevance of modules such 

as English and History of Graphic Design, or how these can contribute to their practical 

work and their future careers. This separation and undervaluing of propositional 

knowledge may be emphasised by lecturers who do not value this form of knowledge 

either, as they see themselves primarily as design practitioners preparing students for 

the demands of the industry (Shreeve, 2009; Clarence-Fincham & Naidoo, 2013; Wolff 

& Hoffman, 2014). The lack of recognition of knowledge in the curricula may be 

aggravated when the more theoretical forms of knowledge are not articulated in the 

design studio pedagogy (Sims & Shreeve, 2006; Logan, 2007; Morgan, 2011). 

Wheelahan (2005) sees this as highly problematic in vocational courses, as it results in 

students not having access to the logic of the powerful theoretical knowledge that forms 

                                            
25For examples of this debate see Gamble (2006) and Wheelahan (2007, 2008). 
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the basis of practice. That is not to say that the principles described in certain theories 

may not be applied within the design process, but this may be done tacitly. In the 

statement below Polanyi (1958) points out how theories need to be integrated into art 

practice, but his comment could equally be applied to GD practice.  

Rules of art can be useful, but they do not determine the practice of an art; 
they are maxims, which can serve as a guide to an art only if they can be 
integrated into the practical knowledge of the art. They cannot replace this 
knowledge. (Polanyi, 1958, p. 52) 

In this study identifying the theoretical knowledge that assessors valued was 

challenging, as it was seldom explicitly stated, and yet I found that various design 

theories and principles were used as the basis for value judgements, often in reference 

to other existing design pieces (p.124). By under-valuing theoretical knowledge, and 

with a greater emphasis on practice, ER in design may be under-emphasised, leaving 

students unaware of their relevance and unable to communicate and master powerful 

knowledge. In addition, mastering practice-based knowledge (p.147) requires a 

specialist gaze and, as this is largely experiential and tacit, the knower relation may not 

be clearly communicated either. The knowledge-knower structures, such as those that I 

have identified in the assessment of GD practical work (Chapter 6), may be hidden from 

students through the various stages of production, recontextualisation and reproduction. 

In the following section I propose that there are a number of accepted approaches to 

creating new knowledge in design. Design discourse, which includes GD, illustrates the 

variety, fragmentation and contestation of the arena of knowledge production and this 

has the potential to feed through into design education.  

5.2 New knowledge in Graphic Design 

With the many influences on a region such as GD, knowledge from a number of sources 

may be recontextualised for use in education. This can include knowledge from other 

disciplines, the specialist design knowledge described in journal articles and conference 

proceedings, and the experiential knowledge of design practitioners, as well as industry-

based knowledge. These forms of knowledge affect “the way individuals in the field 
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perform research, legitimate knowledge, and practice design” (Dong et al., 2014, p. 11). 

This knowledge, when considered in realist terms, is seen as an object that influences 

research and educational practices. In order to identify the arena of production for GD, it 

was necessary for me to establish how new knowledge might be constructed and 

positioned in the field of production, which is controlled by distributive rules.  

These rules specialise access to fields where the production of new 
knowledge may legitimately take place, whether this knowledge be 
intellectual (academic) or expressive (arts) or crafts. This does not mean that 
individuals not in specialised fields of production (usually higher agencies of 
education) cannot or do not create new knowledge. Only that the history, 
career and positioning of that knowledge will be different. However, after 
individuals outside the field of production create new knowledge, the field's 
principles will operate as to whether such knowledge is incorporated into the 
field. (Bernstein, 1996, pp. 114–115) 

This implies that new knowledge in a region such as GD may be established by different 

actors, using traditional research26 approaches and other approaches. In the following 

sections I will outline how industry-based knowledge, traditional research and practice-

based research might establish new knowledge in the field of design.  

5.2.1 Industry-based knowledge 

The first source of industry-based knowledge that I discuss is workplace knowledge, 

which is often brought to the curriculum by lecturers with industry experience. The 

second source is the industry competition, where iconic design and designers are 

acknowledged, and the third source identifies how designers establish a valued 

professional identity. These are not in any order of importance, but with an emphasis in 

design education on employability, and because many design educators are also 

practising designers (p.168), the first is probably the most visible. 

Industry knowledge may be shared between suppliers, graphic designers and clients 

and is often tacit and project specific (Sunley, Pinch, & Reimer, 2011). This industry 

                                            
26 I use the term traditional research to refer to the more dominant approaches and methodologies found 
in academic research, which art and design might ‘borrow’ from. That some art and design research 
differs from the dominant research practices used in for instance HE, is highlighted by Trowler (2013). 
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knowledge may not be easily circulated as, in order to maintain a competitive edge and 

to promote the mystique and exclusivity of the creative design process, it may be 

guarded and kept secret by the designer and design agency (Breslin & Buchanan, 

2008). As the design problem and its context dictate the knowledge needed, many 

claim that there is no fixed body of design knowledge (Buchanan, 1992; Christiaans & 

Venselaar, 2005; Popovic, 2007; Wang & Ilhan, 2009; Feast, 2013). The knowledge 

required is diverse and may be gained in part through experience and exposure to 

iconic design and high profile designers. 

We suggest that while there are clear trajectories of knowledge in design – 
ranging from long-standing design archetypes to short-term cultural 
fashions – the diverse scope of the products and services considered by a 
typical agency require an enormous range of types of knowledge, from the 
utilitarian and functional to the aesthetic and symbolic, all tailored for the 
specific needs of clients. (Sunley et al., 2011, p. 388) 

As Breslin and Buchanan (2008) point out, industry-based knowledge is seldom 

documented or used to explicitly build theories that can speak back to design practice. 

This results in knowledge that remains situated in individuals and organisations, with 

limited impact. In spite of this, the design practitioner’s knowledge can be 

recontextualised and found in HE in curricula and in the GD teaching studio, which 

mimics the workplace environment in many ways (Logan, 2006). Students work on 

briefs based on industry practices and may even participate in live briefs for clients. In 

my experience, and this was verified by the online survey conducted in this study 

many design educators are or have been practising designers (6.2) and their 

workplace experiences may be brought into the studio and to assessment (2.2.4).  

Given the strong influence of higher education policies, and the changing world of 

technology and industry on the GD region, there may be an emphasis in the 

curriculum on developing broad graduate attributes rather than emphasising 

disciplinary knowledge. Graduate attributes “encompass values, attitudes, critical 

thinking, ethical and professional behaviour, and the capacity of a graduate to take 

what has been learnt beyond the site of learning” (CHE, 2013, p. 19). Shay (2008a, p. 

256) challenges the logic of using such generic attributes, as they are not linked to 
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what is valued in the discipline, or its knowledge-knower structure, and she queries 

whether these generic attributes can be successfully assessed. For GD there are a 

multitude of possible graduate attributes such as: “(1) creativity, (2) originality, (3) 

passion, (4) attitudes, (5) culture, (6) communication skills, and (7) technical and 

practical skills” (Cheung, 2012, p. 493). A number of these attributes can be seen to 

align with either person, process or product (2.2.3), and some attributes emerged as 

categories in the data generated in this study. With the GD region influenced by 

professional design practice, it would be expected that these attributes be 

incorporated into the curriculum and be assessed. However, attributes such as 

creativity and passion are difficult to describe and quantify and are therefore difficult to 

assess and establish standards for.  

In the GD industry, iconic design and the practice of iconic designers may be 

identified, acknowledged and circulated through industry-run competitions, thereby 

establishing new knowledge (Lamere, 2008). The winning designs are subsequently 

published in magazines, in books, in text books, or on web sites, or displayed in 

exhibitions (Lamere, 2008). In this way iconic designs and the work of iconic designers 

may find their way into GD teaching studios as exemplars of valued design practice. 

Lamere (2008) found that design practitioners, although valuing the recognition gained 

by winning competitions, sometimes challenged the knowledge valued in the 

competition criteria used to judge the work. GD practitioners criticised the emphasis in 

competition criteria on the product, without consideration of the design process or the 

user (Lamere, 2008). The basis for establishing what is considered valued knowledge 

was therefore challenged by different actors. The industry knowers who establish 

competitions and judge entries value the design artefact, while the designers indicated 

that the value of the design product is context specific and therefore linked to the 

design problem and the design user. Designers also value the design process 

(Lamere, 2008), which is more closely linked to the individual designer. The 

significance of person, process and product in design assessment was addressed in 

section 2.2.3 and was also identified in the findings (p.168 and p.172). In most forms 

of GD assessment the artefact provides the main evidence of learning, yet the 
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challenges to the industry competition criteria mentioned above are equally relevant to 

GD assessment. In section 3.4.1.2 I discussed the significance of the specialist gaze 

in hierarchical knower structures, and later in this chapter (p.150) I argue that person 

and process incorporate different forms of design knowledge and that this knowledge 

can be built, learnt and evidenced. That only the artefact should be considered in 

competitions and for GD assessment excludes the significance of person and process, 

thereby eliminating elements of the valued GD knowledge and knower. 

Wang and Ilhan (2009) propose an alternate interpretation to how the design industry 

establishes valued knowledge, by asserting that there is no fixed body of knowledge in 

design, but there is a valued professional design identity. They claim that the design 

discipline has a particular ontology linked to a professional identity. The outward face 

or identity of design professionals and how they project knowledge and value to the 

community is through the ‘creative act’ (Wang & Ilhan, 2009, p. 6). What the designer 

does with knowledge from other disciplines in order to produce the design artefact 

requires the creative act. They consider four categories27 through which a professional 

identity may be established. The first category takes the form of style, or use of style, 

where the designer creates a product that symbolises or carries a greater cultural 

significance than its utility. For instance, the Macintosh computer has become a 

valued design object which incorporates certain cultural significance; it is more than 

just a computing device. The second category is the creative act, in which designers 

integrate knowledge from a number of disciplines in order to meet a need from the 

public. The third category is “the external orientation towards social values in design 

communities” (Wang & Ilhan, 2009, p. 16). Here the designer or design community 

leads the public in taking on and supporting certain social values such as ‘green 

design’ (5.4). The fourth category is the actual design object or the design practice of 

iconic designers. These iconic design products are acknowledged by industry and 

academia, and eventually by the public (Wang & Ilhan, 2009). From Wang and Ilhan’s 

                                            
27 The four categories are based on Kuhn’s Disciplinary Matrix, consisting of symbolic generalisations, 
shared commitments to theoretical models, values, and exemplars to illustrate design knowledge (Kuhn 
(1962), as cited in Wang & Ilhan, 2009, p. 14).  
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(2009) study, it seems that the professional identity established in this manner may 

carry greater credibility, and social and economic status, than academic knowledge. 

The design identity centres on the designer as specialist knower, who is valued for 

what he/she does with knowledge in order to create design products that are both fit 

for purpose and culturally significant. 

The industry and a professional identity therefore provide sources of, and 

approaches to, building new knowledge and a knower in design. The forms include 

the experiential knowledge acquired by practising designers working in industry 

environments, exemplars of good design circulated in competitions, and a 

professional design identity. The designer’s practice, as a means of knowledge 

building, is central to each of these forms of knowledge. The knower, with a 

specialist GD gaze, draws on propositional and procedural knowledge linked to the 

industry and to various disciplines throughout the design process, where they select 

and use the knowledge as required for the specific problem and project. As it is 

integrated into practice, the knowledge becomes transferable to new contexts and 

problems. 

5.2.2 Establishing new knowledge through research 

The design industry offers areas for investigation and topics for research, such as 

production methods, markets and user experience. In addition, more traditional 

research outputs may address history, critique and theory, which are considered 

standard topics for journals and conferences. In these texts, design would be the 

subject of research, be this the design object or the design process (Scrivener, 2009, 

p. 75). Various paradigms and research methods can be used and these are often 

borrowed from a number of disciplines. For instance psychology, ergonomics and 

communication might be used to interrogate design, design artefacts or aspects of 

the design process (Bayazit, 2004). This type of research can be seen to build on or 

establish new theories that are communicated as propositional knowledge. One 

approach that aligns with the objective of building design theory is ‘design science’. 
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5.2.2.1 Design science 

Design science was initially proposed by Herbert Simon (Friedman, 1997) as an 

objectivist approach to design research. From this objective perspective new 

knowledge can be created through empirical research procedures, and the design 

process is seen as a logical problem-solving process, requiring rational, systematic 

steps which are used to arrive at predictable outcomes (L. Kimbell, 2009). From an 

analysis of data, theories and models can be built, and these may then be applied to 

different contexts or applied to different design problems. Through this process 

knowledge could be made explicit, communicable and open to critique and review, 

with the aim to establish “explanatory principles, models and paradigms” (Friedman, 

1997, p. 59).  

The establishment of typographic hierarchies, as illustrated in Figure 10 (p.146), 

could be seen as an example of the design science approach. Through studies on 

perception and readability it has been established that certain fonts, font sizes and 

font layouts are easier for users to read than others. Carroll (2010) mentions a 

number of studies conducted on font legibility and readability. If the principles 

described in font hierarchies are used to organise text on a page, it helps “readers to 

scan a text, knowing where to enter and exit and how to pick and choose among its 

offerings” (Lupton, 2010, p. 132). Certain words or sentences may be emphasised 

within the page layout and ultimately readability would be improved. This would be 

an example of a scientific approach to analysing a design problem and solution and 

using the findings to propose a theory that could be used in many contexts. Theories 

regarding typography may be recontextualised in a text book or study guide and 

presented as a lecture to students. Students could be tested on their understanding 

in a formal written class test, and asked to apply the principles learnt in their 

practical work. For instance, the application of font hierarchies could also be 

assessed via a practical GD brief.  
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Figure 10: Expressing hierarchy (Lupton, 2010, p. 132) 

Explicit objects of study and procedures are seen as essential for building new 

knowledge in the discipline of design (Friedman, 1997). If I consider design science in 

terms of Bernstein’s knowledge structures (3.3.3), it exhibits a horizontal knowledge 

structure with strong grammar. It is a horizontal structure (Figure 3, p.73), as design 

science is only one possible segment or language in the overall design discourse. 

However, the design science discourse demonstrates strong grammar, with explicit 

objects of study and procedures to be followed which result in abstract knowledge in the 

form of models or theories. These theories can be evaluated, circulated and 

subsequently applied to various contexts.  

The design science approach sidelines the more tacit and experiential components of 

the design process. This is acknowledged by one of the main proponents of design 

science, Friedman. He indicates that there are important tacit elements in the design 

process, which include aesthetics such as “look and feel and tone and feeling and 

flavour” (Friedman, 1997, p. 57). These are not necessarily open to explicit description 

(2.2.2), as they relate to people, their perceptions and experiences (Love, 2005). I will 

establish in the following section that these tacit elements play a significant role in the 
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design practice, as illustrated in practice-based research where a unique approach to 

design research is proposed.  

There is a tendency in the literature on design and design research to refer to ‘knowing’ 

or ‘know how’ rather than to knowledge. References to ‘designerly ways of knowing’ 

(Cross, 1999, 2001) and ‘design thinking’ (Oxman, 1999; L. Kimbell, 2009) seem to 

equate to design knowledge. I experienced great difficulty in identifying what might be 

considered new design knowledge in the field of production, when the emphasis in the 

discourse was on unique ways of design knowing. I interpreted this to mean that, 

although certain propositional design knowledge was valued, what a designer does with 

knowledge, using their technical and conceptualising skills, was also highly valued. 

What was emphasised in the discourse was therefore the practice of design, and that 

“designers claim the field by reference to how they practice design” (Carvalho et al., 

2009, pp. 484–485). This led me to focus on practice-based research in order to gain 

insight into how this discourse has been used to define a unique form of design 

knowledge and alternate ways to research and establish new knowledge. Although 

practice may be the focus of research in many fields, for instance in this case study I 

investigate a practice found in education, in creative fields practice-based research may 

consider the design practice as the subject of research, a methodology, the goal of 

research and a method of communicating new knowledge (Scrivener, 2009, pp. 75–78). 

5.2.2.2 Practice-based research 

In a disciplinary context of change and contestation, a description of practice-based 

research continues to evolve (Buchanan, 2001; Friedman, 2014), as does the definition 

of what counts as new design knowledge and what form it should take (Frascara & 

Winkler, 2008). I will use the term practice-based research although a number of similar 

terms such as ‘design-based research’, ‘evidence-based research’, ‘practice-led 

research’ and ‘studio-based research’ (Niedderer & Roworth-Stokes, 2007) feature in 

the literature and may be used to reveal subtle differences in approach. The majority of 

the discourse on practice-based research that I have referenced in the following section 

is positioned in the broader field of art, craft and design, as practice-based research in 
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the three areas is often addressed together. Where warranted, I have included 

references to all three fields. 

The emergence of practice-based research as a means of producing new knowledge in 

creative fields such as art, craft and design has focused attention on how new 

knowledge can be established, described, communicated and validated (Newbury, 

1996a; Scrivener, 2009; Savic & Huang, 2014). This awareness has been spurred by a 

greater interest in, and demand for, art and design postgraduate studies (Newbury, 

1996a; Prentice, 2000; L. Chen, 2007); competition for academic status and research 

funding (Newbury, 1996b; Niedderer & Reilly, 2007); and a search for an academic 

identity and recognition (Box, 2007; L. Chen, 2007). As Sevaldson rightly points out, 

“design research is in the midst of a historical process of defining itself as an 

established field of knowledge production” (2010, p. 18).  

Those who wish to challenge the dominant research status quo claim that design is 

research and that a new and innovative design artefact is new knowledge (Newbury, 

1996a). These proposals, which I will address in the following section, encourage a 

move away from research approaches and methodologies borrowed from other 

disciplines, in order to establish unique designerly approaches (Cross, 1999, 2001; 

Sevaldson, 2010). Multiple solutions, different interpretations and novel perspectives 

are valued in art and design and there is even resistance to using terms such as 

research, new knowledge, method, validity and reliability (Elkins, 2009; McGuirk, 2011). 

These terms are considered by some to be appropriate for science and administration, 

but offer little to creative practice-based disciplines such as art and design, as they may 

merely reinforce a bias towards propositional knowledge (McGuirk, 2009).  

Practice-based research therefore differs from certain dominant research approaches in 

a number of ways. It does not necessarily aim to answer questions but, through the 

production of an artefact, or artefacts, aspects of design are explored and new 

knowledge may be produced (Power, 2011). In design there may also be an aim for 

practice-based research to address real world problems (Melles, 2008a; Trowler, 2013). 

Niedderer (2013) proposes that design research firstly aims to create something new 
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and secondly the design process relies heavily on procedural or experiential knowledge. 

Making an artefact as part of the research process is a key element in practice-based 

research in art and design. This places the designer, their practice and the creative 

production of design artefacts at the centre of establishing new knowledge. Power 

(2011) proposes a number of differences between traditional research and practice-

based research as illustrated in Table 10. This separation may be considered simplistic 

as an increasing exchange of research approaches and research practices between 

disciplines occurs. Trowler (2013) contends that the more personal focus, the range of 

accepted approaches and the variety of products and purposes found in art and design 

research might for instance enrich education research practices.  

Table 10: Traditional and practice-based research differences (based on Power, 2011) 

 Traditional research Practice-based research 

Problems and 
issues 

Problem to be solved, 
question to be answered 

Problem generation, exploratory, 
personal interest 

Shape, 
structure, 
dynamic 

Strategy, constrained, 
predictable, linear 

Dynamic, non-linear, broad, 
organic, unpredictable, changing 

Materiality; 
process and 
outcome 

Things are made for specific 
purposes, at specific points. 
Subordinate to text and 
results  

Making and process is central 
throughout research. Artefact is as 
important if not more important than 
text. 

 

The approaches used in practice-based research may range from one extreme, which 

aligns with the expectations of the more dominant text-based research, to the other 

extreme, where the art or design artefact is seen as a form of research that embodies 

new knowledge (Combrink & Marley, 2009). In the latter case, the artefact resulting from 

the practice is presented as research without any supporting text, as “the research 

outputs and claims to knowing must be made through the symbolic language and forms 

of their practice” (Haseman, 2006, p. 4). 
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In the following section I present three facets of practice-based research in the 

categories of person, process and product, which Cross (2001) considers as potential 

areas for design research and the production of new knowledge. This categorisation is 

to some extent artificial, as practice-based research seldom only addresses one area. 

However, it provides a mechanism for me to link the concepts I discussed in section 

2.2.3 relating to the GD assessment discourse, and what I discuss in the findings (6.2) 

to those found in the field of production. 

Knowledge such as the “experiential/emotional values and judgments in [the] form of 

expertise and connoisseurship, and the intuitive/emotional judgments made based on 

(personal) experience” (Niedderer & Townsend, 2014) relate to the person as designer. 

The designer may use a combination of experiential, propositional and procedural 

knowledge when creating a design artefact. As an example Niedderer (2013) describes 

the crafting of objects out of silver, where codified techniques and scientific knowledge 

relating to melting points and the elasticity of materials are available to the designer as 

propositional knowledge. Yet the feel of the material plays an equally important role 

when physically creating a particular shape. This knowledge may be difficult to 

communicate as it can include “implicit relations, tacit conventions, subtle cues, untold 

rules of thumb, recognisable intuitions, embodied understandings and shared world 

views” (Amin & Roberts, 2008, p. 359). The practical forms of design knowledge 

therefore access and include various propositional and procedural, as well as tacit and 

explicit forms of knowledge. These all contribute to the expert judgments that are made 

during the process of designing and making artefacts. 

Cross (2001) claims that what makes design knowledge unique, and what is common to 

all forms of design, is the specialised awareness and ability of the designer, in other 

words the knower’s specialist gaze. As new knowledge is traditionally propositional and 

explicit, in order to produce new knowledge, the specialist gaze would need to be 

communicated and made open to scrutiny and justification. In addressing these 

demands Niedderer (2013) proposes that the rules of traditional propositional research 

should be complied with, while the nature of design is accommodated. As tacit 

knowledge is by its very nature difficult to communicate, context specific and personal, 
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herein lies one of the challenges for practice-based research, which is to make tacit 

knowledge explicit and to codify the valued procedural knowledge. By making tacit 

knowledge explicit and communicable, theories regarding design practice can be built 

(Niedderer, 2013). Although the theories generated using this approach might not be 

generalisable, the knowledge established can be circulated, evaluated and applied to 

different contexts outside of the designers original practice. 

Taking a practice-based approach, the design process can be seen as research. As the 

designer learns through doing, the knowledge generated through the design process is 

once again in part tacit and personal (Niedderer, 2008). As Freitas (2007) indicates, 

professional designers are seldom aware of the tacit knowledge that informs their 

practice, but she proposes that by documenting and using reflection during the design 

process, this knowledge can be identified and communicated. The creative design 

process can thus be seen as a research methodology through which knowledge can be 

acquired (Scrivener, 2009) and data can be generated (Niedderer, 2008). An aim might 

be to identify and become more aware of the various steps in the design process and 

how decisions are made. 

That the design product or artefact alone can be considered new knowledge has been 

challenged extensively in the art and design research discourse (M. Biggs, 2002; 

Scrivener, 2002; Niedderer & Reilly, 2007; Niedderer, 2008). If seen in relation to more 

dominant research practices the artefact alone cannot be seen as new knowledge. 

Scrivener (2002) points out that there can be many different interpretations of an 

artefact, but the artefact itself cannot communicate new knowledge neither can it justify 

or substantiate knowledge. It can be seen as an input, for instance as the source of 

data, or a focus for data generation and as a form of knowledge communication 

(Nimkulrat, 2012). The later indicates that the look and feel of a design artefact might 

communicate more than can be communicated via text alone (Nimkulrat, 2012). The 

artefact in a practice-based approach cannot be separated from the designer and the 

design process as it is the product of both of these elements. The designer’s 
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experience, the design process and the artefact can therefore form the basis for 

research and for generating data and all three are central to practice-based research.  

Creative practice in a research context can contribute to generating or 
enhancing knowledge, which is embedded in the practice and embodied in 
and by the practitioner. This knowledge can be obtained in the artist creating 
the artefact, the artefact created, the process of making it, and the culture in 
which it is produced and viewed or used, all taking place at a different stage 
of a research process. (Nimkulrat, 2012, p. 1)  

With the designer’s own practice and the making of artefacts integral to producing 

design knowledge, when taking a practice-based approach it would be difficult for 

individuals or groups who are not designers to participate effectively in this type of 

research and the related production of new knowledge. To provide an example, Bolt 

(2006) describes how the artist David Hockney used his own drawing expertise to 

investigate the drawing techniques of old masters. “It is the special kind of ‘sight’ that 

Hockney gained through being a practitioner that enabled him to be able to offer both 

original and originary approaches and insights into the drawings of Ingres” (Bolt, 2006). 

This statement infers that the specialist ‘sight’ or gaze enabled Hockney to arrive at 

innovative interpretations of the drawings as well as providing him with the ability to see 

the very source of the drawings. This would not be possible if he could not both draw 

and judge drawing. 

When considered in terms of a born, social, cultivated or trained gaze (p.86), the ideal 

gaze required in practice-based research would be that of the master, where “designers 

are producing design ideas that are innovative responses to situations that may have 

been previously well understood. Such work is published and becomes the new 

precedent for other designers to study” (Dorst, 2008, p. 9). Publication or circulation of 

knowledge of this kind might take many forms and the design product would be an 

essential element of communication. I interpret the valued gaze at this level to be highly 

sophisticated and specialised, it might even be considered a ‘social gaze’, as those who 

are not practising designers would be excluded from this form of research and 

knowledge production. Even connoisseurs who could recognise and evaluate design 

might not be able to use the design process to create the required artefacts, and 
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therefore would be excluded. However, as the valued gaze of the master practitioner 

develops through education; the making of design products; the use of both 

propositional and experiential knowledge; and exposure to new problems, contexts, 

techniques, materials and to other designs and designers, it remains a cultivated gaze 

(p.86). As practice-based research values experience and what the designer does, how 

they think and what they feel, the knower and their experience become essential 

elements of the value system of knowledge production for the discipline. In order to 

communicate this unique knower’s gaze and therefore open it up to others for critique, 

evaluation and distribution, some form of articulation would be required. Here reflection 

is commonly proposed as the means to translate the design practitioner’s emotion and 

experience into text (Friedman, 2000a; Cross, 2001; M. Biggs, 2002; Niedderer & 

Townsend, 2014). 

Practice-based research illustrates that in design there may be different forms of 

knowledge that are valued, that this knowledge may be arrived at using different 

procedures and that the knower who makes claim to this knowledge may require a 

highly specialised gaze. The ongoing debates discussed above regarding research in 

the field of design can be seen as attempts to carve out a more discipline-specific 

approach to design research and to identify design-specific objects of study. The 

varying perspectives and claims regarding new knowledge in design are seen as a 

jostling for power over what knowledge should be valued, how it should be established 

and evaluated, and who may make claim to it. 

5.3 Building Graphic Design knowledge 

In design, there are conflicting opinions between those who do not see the potential for 

practice to generate theories (M. Biggs, 2007), and those who do (Schön, 1987; 

Niedderer, 2007, 2008; Breslin & Buchanan, 2008; Niedderer & Townsend, 2014). The 

debate regarding theory generation through practice is not unique to design; it can 

equally be applied to education and many vocational fields. It is an extensive ongoing 

debate which is unlikely to be resolved in the near future. Establishing principles, 

theories and models about design practice and the design processes are useful as 
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knowledge becomes transferable and less context-dependant. Theories can provide the 

tools to relate the concrete practice of design to the “inner structures and properties, 

powers and tendencies” (Maton, 2014b, p. 2) of disciplinary knowledge, thereby making 

them open to scrutiny. Breslin and Buchanan (2008) consider the development of 

theories in design to be under-documented and under-articulated, and see the lack of 

consensus regarding this aspect of design research as highly problematic. I concur with 

their statement; as long as many elements of art and design knowledge and knower 

remain tacit and un-investigated they remain difficult to articulate in the curriculum and 

to use in teaching and assessment. Fortunately, practice-based research has 

contributed to establishing acceptable procedures for investigating and describing new 

knowledge in creative fields. Unlike other forms of design, such as engineering, where 

practical knowledge has been extensively codified and acknowledged (L. Kimbell, 

2009), GD with its relatively short history has possibly not reached such a point. The 

process has, however, begun and practice-based research continues to contribute by 

making certain tacit and procedural forms, such as the valued design gaze, 

communicable and therefore open to scrutiny and critique. In this form, the valued 

knowledge and knower may be more easily recontextualised for use in the curriculum 

and outcomes and assessment criteria, and understood by students. This explicitness is 

essential in order for students to become “critics of knowledge and critical producers of 

knowledge” (Wheelahan, 2014, p. 134), which would include understanding and even 

challenging what is valued in assessment. Explicitness would need to be balanced with 

the more tacit elements as well as allowing for unexpected and creative outcomes that 

might emerge. 

In Bernstein’s (1999) view, the power of knowledge can be seen in its potential for 

knowledge-building through achieving higher levels of abstraction and context 

independent meaning that may only be achieved in vertical knowledge structures 

(3.3.3). By rejecting traditional forms of research that can be seen to build propositional 

knowledge, design can easily fall into a deficit model, as there is no clear and 

consensual approach to building knowledge, especially when compared to hierarchical 
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knowledge structures. When considering the potential for horizontal knowledge 

structures to build knowledge: 

It is easy to valorize the kinds of knowledge most easily seen: explicit, 
abstract, condensed, hierarchical forms that visibly announce themselves. 
This tendency can drift towards offering a deficit model of the arts, crafts, 
humanities and many social sciences, as well as everyday understandings, 
where knowledge may be less explicit and more concrete, context-
dependent, embodied, and axiological. (Maton, 2014b, p. 14) 

I raised the limitations of the concepts of horizontal and hierarchical knowledge 

structures for knowledge building in a practice-based field earlier in this dissertation 

(3.3.3). As others have indicated, Bernstein’s framework does appear to favour the 

more hierarchical forms of knowledge (Young, 2006b; Muller, 2008b; Shay & Steyn, 

2016). In GD studio work, it is not always possible to separate theory from practice, but 

by using LCT(Specialisation) I avoid this dichotomy by identifying the underlying 

knowledge-knower structures rather than different forms of knowledge. This fine-grained 

approach was one of the reasons for my use of LCT(Specialisation) in this case study 

(1.2), especially in light of a number of recent studies using both Specialisation and 

Semantics to consider similar practice-based fields (Steyn, 2012; Shay & Steyn, 2016; 

Wolmarans, 2013). These studies indicate that knowledge can be built in fields such as 

design, and that design knowledge has the potential to be transferred to different 

contexts in order to solve complex or wicked problems (2.2.1). As mentioned previously, 

I have not made use of the dimension of Semantics (p.77) in this study, but it has 

relevance to the level of projects students are expected to complete and possibly to the 

conceptual and contextual coherence of the discipline. I therefore refer to it where 

significant. 

Maton (2014b, p. 94) indicates that in horizontal knowledge structures an ideal knower 

with a discipline-specific gaze is valued. Instead of ‘knowledge-building’ he claims there 

will be ‘knower-building’ within a hierarchical knower structure. Based on the field of 

production, my understanding of the valued gaze in GD relates to the discernment 

needed to make judgements in design, which might include the judgement needed to 

identify good and bad design, to compose image and text on a page and to make 
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ethical design choices. The ability to judge requires a specialist gaze which is 

considered legitimate to the practice of GD. I identified the highest level of gaze as so 

refined that it borders on a social gaze (p.152), as designers make decisions during the 

design process, showing the aesthetic sensitivity of a connoisseur and the skill of a 

craftsman. Nevertheless, design decisions or judgements cannot only be based on the 

look and crafting of a product. In GD, an aesthetically-pleasing product that is not fit-for-

purpose has little or no value, where fit-for-purpose can be seen as marrying the look 

with the functional aspects such as clarity of communication, appropriateness, efficiency 

of production techniques and methods, sustainability and the needs of the user. The 

combination of connoisseurship and craft enables the designer not only to evaluate their 

own work as it progresses, but also to evaluate other design work. “The fact is that, 

when deciding what is new and original, we always rely on comparative judgements, on 

the knowledge we and others have about the world of existing artefacts that makes up a 

cultural domain" (Glăveanu, 2011, p. 105). Graphic designers therefore need to possess 

both an aesthetic and craft gaze; this gaze is positioned within a broader social and 

historical context. In the same way the assessor needs to possess a connoisseur’s gaze 

and an understanding of crafting in order to make a value judgement of the worth of a 

student’s work. 

When making judgements during the design process, there are additional 

considerations and potential sources of conflict for the designer. The designer brings a 

set of attitudes, beliefs, morals and values to the design process, and these are carried 

through into the final product. Elements of the person, such as personal attitudes, 

values, beliefs and ethics, may be in conflict with production, economic and other 

considerations (Oak, 2000). In other words, there may be conflict between the individual 

designer and the contextual coherence of the practice. As discussed in the following 

section, how to address ethical choices which consider other stakeholders and 

communities relating to “social ethics, sustainability and environmental issues” (Joubert 

& Economou, 2009, p. 99) is becoming more prominent in GD in the field of production, 

and to some extent in the profession of GD.  
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Within this section, I have established that a wide range of approaches, procedures and 

objects of study are accommodated in producing new knowledge and the gaze of a 

valued knower in GD. New knowledge and a valued gaze may emerge from different 

sources such as industry, traditional research and practice-based research. The various 

debates regarding practice-based research and theory generation indicate that the 

knowledges to be recontextualised in GD education may come from different sources 

and take different forms (Niedderer, 2013). This would indicate that design as a 

discipline demonstrates a horizontal knowledge structure with weak grammar, as there 

is currently no single legitimate object of study and no discipline-specific research 

process and procedure. Yet, the fact that the designer and his/her practice play pivotal 

roles in the production of knowledge signifies that a specialised knower with a 

sophisticated gaze is valued in the field of design production. 

5.4 Sustainable design 

I indicated in the introduction to this chapter and in the previous chapter that my initial 

analysis of the assessment data relied on pre-defined categories, and that I had 

indicated that this had proven problematic (p.117). In the final analysis of the data, I 

adopted a different approach in which the categories were allowed to emerge from the 

assessment data (p.124) and these were then considered in terms of 

LCT(Specialisation). This process allowed me to identify the explicit, tacit and implicit 

knowledge and knower valued in assessment and their relative strengths, therefore 

revealing the underlying knowledge-knower structures valued. Although a comparison 

between the field of production and the assessment criteria was not a goal of this case 

study, on reflection it was clear to me that certain themes from the field of production 

aligned with the assessment categories identified, while others did not, hence my 

reason for addressing sustainable design in this section, which stems from this 

comparison. In the data generated from the assessment practices, there was minimal 

reference to sustainable design and it therefore did not appear to be a criterion that 

assessors valued; yet sustainable design appeared in the field of production as a 

characteristic that was valued in both the industry and the research discourse. In the 

following sections I identify how sustainable design is described in the design 
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discourse. In section 6.4 I address the significance of the identified gap for this study 

and design education. 

5.4.1 Sustainable design in the field of production 

With propositional knowledge, practice, technology and industry providing the push and 

pull in design curricula, the conceptual and contextual coherence for design, including 

GD, may change over time, as it is historically and socially situated. The contextual 

coherence of design in the 1980s was oriented towards ‘style’ and ‘profit’ (Cahalan, 

2007). A more contemporary interpretation of design’s contextual coherence promotes 

design as a method for positively influencing the environment and people’s lives. Design 

is seen to provide “a unique way of looking at the human condition with the purpose to 

create change” (Nelson & Stolterman, 2012, p. 22). When identifying how design might 

change the human condition, either positively or negatively, the topic of sustainable 

design emerges as a significant theme in the design discourse. Sustainable design 

considers the impact of the design process, from conceptualisation to production and 

beyond, on the environment, the economy and society (Gerber, 2008b; Y. S. Lee, 

2014). The concept of sustainability emerged in the late 1980s and it was incorporated 

into professional GD practice between 2006 and 2011 (Schwarte, 2011). Addressing 

issues of sustainability can be seen as one of the “social obligations of the profession” 

(Y. S. Lee, 2014, p. 158) which may influence the design industry and the context that 

designers work in, for instance, ‘green design’ might be a requirement dictated by the 

client. Conversely, as discussed in section 5.2.1 (p. 143), designers can also lead or 

establish this type of social responsibility agenda as part of building a valued 

professional identity (Wang & Ilhan, 2009). Sustainable design plays a role in the South 

African GD industry, as illustrated by the sustainable marketing category included in the 

Loeries, which is a prominent local advertising industry competition (Loeries Awards 

Company, 2015, pp. 6–7). This focus can therefore be seen as significant in describing 

the orientation of design practice at both a professional and research level. 

The momentous changes in design practice that are taking place at this time 
don’t seem to influence design research at all. But they should: design 
activities of professional designers are changing under the influence of 
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globalisation, the coming of the digital age, the imperative to create a 
sustainable world, and the fragmentation of value systems in western 
societies. (Dorst, 2008, p. 7) 

Contrary to Dorst’s (2008) claim, research addressing the significant role that design 

can play in guiding and influencing sustainability is identified in a number of journal 

articles and conference proceedings (Joubert & Economou, 2009). There has also been 

noteworthy growth in the number of articles published on sustainable design and related 

topics since 2006 (Schwarte, 2011, p. 17). It therefore appears as a focus in the 

discourse found in the field of production and to some extent in the industry.  

The focus of the sustainable design discourse can be twofold. It can firstly be described 

in the production methods and how the negative impact of these could be minimised, 

especially the negative impact on the environment (Gerber, 2008a). Printing on 

recyclable or bio-degradable packaging material is an example of this approach in GD. 

Secondly, and more recently, designers have been challenged to be more active in 

addressing the problems facing the world, rather than merely complying with industry 

ethics and norms, and the legislation relating to sustainability (Akama, 2012). Boehnert 

(2013) proposes that the sustainable design discourse has evolved to consider wider 

moral implications, such as the influence and positioning of power. Seen from this 

perspective, an emphasis or consideration of sustainable design challenges the 

dominant commercial profit-focused role that design primarily plays in society 

(Boehnert, 2013). The conflict between moral and ethical responsibilities and 

commercial demands continues to be a day-to-day challenge for practising designers 

(Akama, 2012; Hernández, 2013). In addition to compliance with professional practice, 

the moral actions of the individual designer acting within a community are scrutinised. 

The designer as a contributor to the greater good of society and the environment 

emerges as a theme in the discourse, with proposals that “design becomes a powerful 

tool for the work of addressing contemporary social and environmental and economic 

problems” (Boehnert, 2013, p. 545).  

Sustainable design can therefore be seen to have two emphases. The first addresses 

the practical impact of design production methods and related professional, legal and 
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ethical considerations. The second is a more personal, ethical and moral challenge to 

designers to take responsibility for improving the social, environmental and economic 

circumstances of others. This latter emphasis was highlighted as an element of the 

assessment of person, where the ideal GD student is expected to be an ethical design 

practitioner (p.42). In the context of the field of production, complying with the ethical 

requirements of the profession and making moral and ethical choices that benefit others 

become measures of good design and of the valued gaze required of an ideal designer.  

5.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter I identify GD as a region, indicating that the structure of a region 

influences the selection of knowledges for use in educational programmes, which may 

in turn influence what is taught and what is assessed. As a region, GD is influenced by 

a number of socially-constructed internal and external structures. In the design literature 

it was clear that, as opposed to drawing on specific singulars, design draws on a wide 

range of knowledge from any number of singulars and regions. The knowledge used 

may encompass knowledge specific to design, knowledge from other disciplines, 

practice-based knowledge and industry-based knowledge. As a region, GD faces in one 

direction towards the disciplinary knowledge selected, and this may change over time 

as it is influenced by the orientation of the programme towards academia, industry or to 

more generic competencies. Facing in the other direction, the selection of knowledges 

for use in the programme is influenced by external sources such as educational policy, 

professional bodies, industry trends, technology, the ethos of the institution and the 

contextual coherence of the practice. The contextual coherence of GD has changed 

over time, as illustrated in the literature, where there are calls for a move away from a 

commercial profit orientation towards a more ethical and moral role in which design and 

the designer actively participate in making the world a better place28. 

As GD is a practice oriented towards creative problem solving, knowledge is selected as 

needed, but in this chapter I considered what the designer does with this knowledge 

                                            
28 The shifting nature of design makes creating a taxonomy of design knowledge a moving target, 
however, plotting these changes over time might be a worthwhile exercise which however, lies outside of 
the scope of this document. 
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and how a specialist gaze is used to make design products and services. The 

designer’s practice and gaze, which are largely tacit and experiential, give the field its 

unique character. I used the example of practice-based research to illustrate how the 

person, process and product have emerged as areas considered in design research 

and in assessment even at postgraduate level. They are therefore components of the 

design practice, where new knowledge can be established and where learning can be 

evidenced. Although all three are considered in assessment, the emphasis in most 

forms of undergraduate summative assessment is on the product, whereas the product 

as the embodiment of new knowledge is still disputed within the field. Although the 

production and assessment of new knowledge was not a component of the three year 

GD degree at PISA, new knowledge from the field of production may inform the field of 

reproduction where assessment is positioned. 

The characteristics and knowledge-knower structures found in the field of production do 

not necessarily carry through to the field of reproduction. However, in identifying the 

forms of knowledge valued in the field of production, including the various challenges 

and debates, it enabled me to identify where knowledge and the knower’s attributes 

might be drawn on for use in the curriculum. Although the characteristics and structures 

identified in the field of production were not used for the final analysis of the assessment 

data, they provided useful information to identify alignment and gaps in the findings, as 

described in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 6 Analysis and findings of Graphic Design assessment data 

6.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I describe the underlying specialist knowledge and knower codes that I 

identified when analysing the assessment data. As discussed in Chapter 4, the data 

were generated from a number of sources, including an online survey, four study 

guides, and seven formative and nine summative assessment sessions on four 

campuses (Appendix C). The primarily qualitative data was interpreted using the 

analytic tool of LCT(Specialisation). I therefore considered knowledge as an object, and 

what kind of knower might make claim to specialist GD knowledge. The language of 

description created (Table 9, p.124) was used to link the theory with the data. This 

process echoes the movement between theory and data, or abstract and concrete, 

defined in the critical realist approach to abstraction discussed in section 3.2.1. 

I start this chapter with a consideration of how the contextual factors identified in the 

data can be seen in relation to the theoretical framework. This was informed by the 

central role that context plays in this case study (4.1) and how context influences the 

realisation of a mechanism’s power at a deeper level of reality. Seen from a critical 

realist perspective, context includes the structures and mechanisms that operate 

outside of, and yet impact on, the GD assessment practice. In section 6.3, I present a 

comparison between the knowledge-knower structures identified in the four study 

guides and at the formative and summative stages of assessment. This analysis 

focused on what occurred during the panel and individual marking sessions and 

whether the identified underlying knowledge-knower structures aligned with those 

demonstrated in the study guides. The codes arrived at through this analysis form the 

basis for my identification of code clashes, matches or shifts, and I have outlined the 

potential impact that these might have29. 

                                            
29 A preliminary interpretation of the analysis was presented at the ‘Design with the other 90%’: Cumulus 
Johannesburg conference as Design assessment: A socially responsible practice or subjective 
judgement? (Giloi, 2014). 
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6.2 The contextual factors 

In Chapter 2, the significance of the macro context of the case study was described. 

These contextual elements included, firstly, the broader social structures consisting of 

the multi-campus structure of PISA as a PHE for-profit institution operating within an 

OBE framework (2.1.2). Secondly, the culture and characteristics of GD assessment 

(2.2) were described, including the assessment of wicked competencies (2.2.1), the use 

of tacit knowledge (2.2.2), the assessment of person, process and product (2.2.3) and 

panel marking (2.2.4). Each element, and the combination of elements, was seen to 

have the potential to influence the assessment practice and the assessors30. As Sousa 

(2010) indicates, context may influence whether a mechanism’s power in the domain of 

the real remains dormant or is activated. In the analysis of the data that follows, I found 

that most of the contextual elements contributed to the nature and culture of GD 

assessment in this study, and influenced the GD assessment at PISA. However, these 

elements did not define the practice; by this I mean that, if any element were to be 

removed, the practice would remain relatively unchanged. They can thus be seen as 

‘contingent’ to assessment: “contingent relations represent what ‘can go together’ but 

does not have to” (Sousa, 2010, p. 474). 

Certain assessment policies, processes and procedures had been put into place at 

PISA to enhance parity across all campuses and to comply with the various HE 

regulations and QA requirements. For instance, in keeping with an OBE approach, I 

found that the study guides at PISA included explicit outcomes for the module, plus 

broad and specific outcomes for each brief. All guides, except the ACWD300 study 

guide, included assessment criteria for the module. As discussed previously, this OBE 

approach (2.1.3), assumes that clearly-defined outcomes and assessment criteria will 

enhance reliability and an equivalence of standards. Each campus received the study 

                                            

30Throughout this chapter the term assessors will be used to refer to lecturers, internal assessors who 

marked formative briefs and external moderators who moderated portfolios, except for where it is 
necessary for the distinction to be made explicit. Five of the six external moderators were industry 
professionals. Five of the nine lecturers were also practicing designers. 
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guides and assessment documentation with the understanding that these would be 

provided to students, lecturers and the external moderators. The implicit purpose of the 

documents was thus to communicate the espoused ‘rules of the game’ or the 

knowledge-knower structures valued in GD assessment within the institution. The 

broader regulatory structures (2.1) therefore had the potential to influence the enacted 

assessment practice, as the documents were designed to be used at the various stages 

of assessment by students, assessors and moderators. 

In the data analysis I found that at the formative assessment stage assessors, when 

marking the briefs, referred to the parameters for the briefs as contained in the guides 

and to the generic marking rubrics (Appendix B). Although some lecturers were very 

familiar with the modules, at no stage did I observe the lecturers, assessors or the 

moderators explicitly referring to the learning outcomes, or the assessment criteria. I 

concluded that assessors used their own set of criteria to judge the student work. As 

discussed earlier (2.2.4 and 5.2.1) assessors bring different identities as educators and 

design practitioners to the assessment process. This was confirmed in the data, as I 

identified that assessors often referred to industry requirements, practices and norms 

when discussing and evaluating student work. Their experience as GD practitioners 

therefore informed what they looked for, and valued, in student work. This implied that, 

although a certain specialist knowledge-knower structure was being communicated in 

the study guides, assessors could use a different code as the basis for their value 

judgements. The instances of these code clashes, as identified in the analysis of both 

the data in the study guides and the observed panel and individual marking sessions, 

are discussed in detail in sections 6.3.1 and 6.3.3.  

Panel or group marking is the norm for GD assessment practice (2.2.4). This norm, as 

documented in the PISA institutional guidelines, was not always followed on all 

campuses. In a few instances, lecturers marked briefs on their own and sometimes 

external moderators moderated without a lecturer present. When lecturers or 

moderators marked on their own, I argue that this resulted in a lost opportunity to reach 

consensus and to share criteria and standards through discussion and debate (2.2.4). 
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This was one of the key characteristics and benefits of panel marking as defined by Orr 

(2007) and Morgan (2011). In addition, the opportunity to share new and diverse 

knowledge between panel members, especially regarding the application of emerging 

technology (5.1.1), was unlikely to take place. New and inexperienced lecturers 

sometimes marked formative assessments on their own, reducing the opportunity for 

them to learn from more experienced staff. As a result they had little opportunity to 

interact with other assessors in a panel marking environment and, as newcomers, 

would have little impact and influence on the assessment criteria and standards, nor the 

existing assessment practice. Feedback from lecturers and external moderators was a 

source for keeping study guides and curricula updated (p.108). Lecturers who were not 

involved in the summative moderation did not have the opportunity to present their input 

or to learn about the criteria used by the external moderators, who from my 

observations provided valuable additional feedback on teaching practices, industry 

trends and the relevance of specific briefs. The assessment practice, although designed 

to comply with the HEQSF and the logic of the field (p.47), had been altered by the 

assessors, based on their circumstances, external pressure and their own experience. 

The result was that the stated outcomes and criteria were replaced in some cases with 

a different set of criteria, and therefore potentially a different specialist code was valued 

and used.  

When I asked lecturers about this phenomenon of individual marking, they indicated 

that complex timetables led to difficulties in finding other lecturers with whom to mark. 

Some lecturers indicated that, when the external moderators were on campus, they 

were required to attend to other responsibilities, such as the marking of theory papers 

and invigilation of examinations, and they therefore could not be present when the 

moderators marked. I interpreted this as symptomatic of the for-profit PHE institution’s 

focus on efficiency (2.1.1). In addition there is often a push and pull between 

assessment effectiveness, time and expense (p.49), which comes into play when 

complex and authentic achievements are to be assessed in any environment. 
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The wicked or complex achievements required of graphic designers (2.2.1) were very 

much positioned within a technological context. As technology develops and design 

problems become more complex, the range of knowledge, skills and attributes that 

graphic designers must master shifts and evolves. In a technologically-rich field such as 

GD, the latest techniques and trends featured in many of the conversations between 

assessors, where they shared information. For example, in the excerpt below John, a 

lecturer, discussed technology that influenced Web Design with two external 

moderators, Mbali and Jade, both industry professionals.  

John: Ya they play around, the major, major browser that gives issues is 
your… 

Mbali: Safari.  
John: Ok there’s Safari. It’s Internet Explorer is the one that usually throws 
 everything off.  
Mbali: Oh is it?  
John: It doesn’t really correspond well with you know the norms, the codes. 

So you usually need to do like a bit of extra coding just to make sure 
that it, you know.  

Jade: That you can view it well there as well.  
John: Yes.  
Mbali: But also you know I sometimes find on Mac, you know it also throws 

it out, like your….  
John: Mmmm. Also like the screen size is quite big. (Audio ACWD300, KL 
 summative, 2014) 

Their discussion covered the industry logic of what students were required to do, as well 

as how different technologies were considered when the students design web sites. As 

discussed previously, GD can be considered a region strongly influenced by industry, 

technology and practice (5.1.1.1). I observed how the sharing of the latest techniques, 

trends and practices proved valuable to both lecturers and moderators in keeping in 

touch with the rapidly changing world of GD.  

When lecturers marked on their own, it opened up the assessment process to the 

possibility of bias, or perceptions and accusations of bias. Assessment in this field is 

already perceived to be subjective and prone to bias (p.35). In my experience as Dean 

and as a creative arts educator, the advantage of panel marking in reducing bias and 

reassuring stakeholders of the legitimacy of the assessment practice is significant. This 
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is particularly the case in a field where tacit knowledge informs assessment judgements 

and these judgements are not easily verbalised, especially to non-designers.  

Tacit knowledge played a significant role in two areas of the assessment practices that I 

observed. For instance, assessors expected students to draw on this type of 

knowledge, when ‘doing’ design. The tacit knowledge of the assessors was also an 

element that emerged from the analysis, although it was not something that I could 

directly observe. Assessors’ own experience, as well as past exposure to both good and 

bad design, appeared to be used as the basis for making certain value judgements. As I 

highlight in the example below, assessors were not always specific in their discussions 

of student work and yet seemed to know intuitively what the other assessors were 

talking about. In the following excerpt, Ezekiel and Nigel, both industry practitioners, 

were moderating together for the first time. Although Ezekiel was using the mouse to 

navigate the web site, neither moderator was pointing to specific design elements on 

the screen at the time. 

Ezekiel: This looks for real though. Cept for...  
Nigel: Padding though yes, the standard Microsoft, but…  
Ezekiel: Ya the way they use type, so here they use…. 
Nigel: Is that an image though?  
Ezekiel: No its type. OK cool. I also like that the logo is clickable, so it 

actually back to home. 
Nigel: Instead of having a home page. (Audio ACWD300, SR summative, 

2014) 
 

In this example, it appeared to me that, although the assessors were not explicit 

regarding what they were discussing and they did not always finish their statements, 

they each seemed to know what the other assessor was referring to. In the data, 

assessors quite often completed each other’s sentences. Elkins (2001, p. 178) indicates 

that this pattern of unfinished sentences occurs in critiques as well, as assessors are 

talking while their thoughts are still forming. Although this type of conversation proved 

challenging for me to code and analyse, my interpretation of this was that assessors 

appeared to share certain implicit or tacit knowledge. This understanding was reinforced 
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by the comments of Peter, one the focus group participants, who indicated that design 

assessors assume that they share common educational and industry experiences.  

Peter: I mean it's a strange thing and it's as if you know that the external 
[moderator] who comes in also went through that and we all know 
what it is that our lecturers said to us and what the industry has 
done to us and what it is expected. It’s a body of knowledge that we 
just seem to know cause we [are] inside it. (Audio, MS focus group, 
2015) 

Peter’s comment revealed the assumption that a tacit understanding of valued GD 

knowledge, built on common experiences, was shared by the assessors. This 

assumption is challenged by both M. Price (2005) and Logan (2007), as discussed 

previously (2.2.2), and even in this case study, as lecturers and assessors had quite 

different levels of experiences in both education and the industry. For instance, the 

online survey conducted across ten PISA campuses (p.103), indicated that lecturer 

experience in HE ranged from 1.5 to 26 years, and that 76% of the participants had 

industry experience which varied between 2 and 12 years. Considering the variety of 

careers in GD, the influence of changing technology and how GD education has 

adapted over time, this tacit sharing of criteria and standards based on a common 

experience may have been an inaccurate assumption to make.  

In the data generated from the assessment documents and the recorded marking 

sessions, the discussion of person, process and product proved to be an integral part of 

the PISA assessment practice. These three themes have been identified in the literature 

on design assessment (2.2.3) and in practice-based research (5.2.2.2). 

In the person theme, I identified in the data that assessors valued certain acceptable 

student behaviour and attributes. Acceptable behaviour in a discipline, referred to as 

‘hierarchy’, is one of the components of framing (p.68). The relative strength of 

hierarchy is influenced by who, lecturer or student, defines what is considered 

acceptable and therefore valued. I found that this aspect of framing was quite clearly 

stated in the study guides and by the assessors, and that what emerged from the data 

aligned with the levels of design expertise described previously in Table 8 (p.122) of the 
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obedient, supervised and self-reflective learner. Acceptable student behaviour was 

roughly grouped into three categories, namely, the ideal student and GD practitioner, 

the ethical design practitioner, and the progress that individual students had made. 

These categories aligned with the characteristics linked to person in design assessment 

(p.40) and, to some extent, with what I recognised in practice-based research and 

sustainable design (5.2.2.2 and 5.4). At the formative assessment stage, student 

behaviour and conduct was very much a consideration. Assessors valued good 

attendance, a willingness to re-do work, participation, asking questions, following the 

lecturer’s instructions and handing in enough, neat and complete work on time. The 

lecturer for Graphic Design Studio 1, Peter, explains to the assessor the problem he has 

with a student’s behaviour:  

Peter:  … it’s as I’ve said, it’s difficult to get him to work and I think if he did 
actually work and use his time properly we could get great stuff 
from him. (Audio ACGD100, MS formative, 2014) 

At both the formative and summative assessment stages the lecturer, if present, 

sometimes relayed information about the student to the assessors. These comments 

might include where the student came from, that they worked hard, that they would not 

follow the advice given, or personal factors that impacted on their production, such as 

having taken ill. It was difficult for me to identify if these statements influenced the 

external moderators. In my experience and in discussions with moderators, some 

appreciated this information, while others did not want to know these details. The latter 

felt that this could be a form of manipulation on the part of the lecturer and an attempt to 

sway the moderator’s judgement. The moderator may have felt that the lecturer was 

attempting to defend not only the student, but also their own teaching practice (p.31). 

Moderators who were open to this form of input appeared to be willing to consider a 

student’s particular circumstances when awarding marks. After being informed of the 

problems a student had encountered, the external moderator, Karabo who was from 

another academic institution, asked the lecturer:  

Karabo:  Does he only have issues because of the injury and his family for 
the last few briefs? (Audio ACGD100, MS summative, 2013)  
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The discussion indicated that the moderator would consider these circumstances when 

marking the work that was not quite finished. The lecturer was therefore acting as an 

interpreter of the student’s intentionality and using his knowledge of the student and 

their circumstances to inform the moderator31. 

At the summative stage, poor presentation, unfinished work or inappropriate use of 

materials was seen to be an indication of unprofessional behaviour. In both the 

formative and summative assessment data, students who did not meet the professional 

expectations were sometimes described as lazy. For instance, the external moderators 

Ezekiel and Tebogo both industry professionals, on viewing work that appeared to be 

unfinished, stated the following: 

Ezekiel: But he is obviously not finished. 
Tebogo: Mm I think he is lazy personally. 
Ezekiel: Ya I also think so. This could have been such an awesome one. 

(Audio ACGD100, SR summative, 2014) 
 

At the higher levels of competence, behaviour as a professional GD practitioner 

was also valued. The expectation of students to behave as professional 

practitioners correlates with Logan’s (2007) findings that students were judged as 

industry practitioners closer to the end of their studies (2.2.3). Their portfolios were 

evaluated according to their potential to participate in professional practice and 

how they might be received by other industry practitioners. This aligns with 

Logan’s (2007) contention that design educators act as gatekeepers to the 

industry. The behaviour of the student as a professional did not, however, seem to 

be linked to ethical or moral behaviour of the individual (p.40 and p.159). There 

was little reference in the data to assessors valuing the transformation of the 

student as an ethical and moral individual or GD practitioner, although service-

                                            
31See Belluigi (2015) for a discussion of the inclusion and exclusion of authorial knowledge in art 
assessment and feedback.  
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learning32 briefs were contained in two of the modules including Graphic Design 

Studio 3. 

The objective of this brief is primarily to make a difference in your community 
and to have a lasting social influence. You will be contributing your talents, as 
a designer, to the charitable activities that you feel passionate about. (Study 
guide ACGD300, Linde, 2012, p. 25) 

These briefs were aimed at more than just mimicking an industry experience, as they 

had personal and social transformation as an outcome. Nonetheless, as with the 

example provided by Joubert and Economou (2009), students were not assessed on 

achieving these outcomes. There was rather a valuing of the student’s professional 

practice seen in terms of industry norms and legal considerations (5.4.1). For instance, 

two lecturers discuss the authorship of visual elements used in a student’s work. 

Marietjie:  Did he draw the heads now?  
Joanne:  No he didn’t. He used a lot of stock, I am not even sure if it is 

free stock, or if it’s just images he just Googled and used 
without concerning the copyright or anything.  

Marietjie:  Not at second year level, at the end of, at this stage they 
should be able to do their own thing, that’s not going to cost 
the client additional money. Rather draw on your own 
expertise, that’s why there is drawing, that’s why there is all 
the other modules that teaches them. (Audio ACGD200, CF
 formative, 2014) 

In the excerpt above, the assessors indicate that they value ethical behaviour, but 

interpret ethics in relation to certain laws and norms of professional design practice, 

rather than valuing the individual student’s developing his/her own ethical framework. 

This links to claims that designers have a greater social obligation than compliance with 

legal and industry rules (p.159). This absence in the data of the assessment of the 

student as an ethical or moral practitioner will be elaborated on later in this chapter 

when I address the absence of sustainable design in the assessment data (6.4). 

                                            
32 The service-learning briefs involved work done by the students for and within a community. They 
provided students with the opportunity to learn about professional practice, themselves, the community 
and to do design work that benefited others. 
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The individual progress that the student had made was also a consideration of student 

behaviour. Assessors valued an improvement in student performance or a change in 

attitude. The student’s performance was not compared to other students’ performance; 

in other words it was not norm-referenced. Neither did the assessor compare the 

performance against the pre-defined assessment criteria, thus criterion-referencing was 

not used either. However, performance was compared to the student’s past 

performance or the past work that they had done. Therefore ipsative assessment (p.43) 

was part of the PISA assessment practice. The lecturer in the following excerpt 

indicated that he valued the progress a student had made, as the student had seldom 

handed in a completed project before and had not been participating in class.  

Yassin:  I’m proud of him so I won’t fail him because I’m seeing progress 
and I’m seeing a change in attitude. He’s not sitting in the back of 
the class with his head down anymore. He’s in front, looking up and 
wanting to take part. So definitely I won’t fail this student. (Audio 
ACGD200, MS formative, 2014) 

For the summative assessment, where external moderators had no contact with the 

students, they compared the progress made in early briefs to the more recent ones. 

They too valued progress made over time. This progress was identified from the design 

product, rather than from the student’s behaviour.  

The design product and process featured strongly in the assessment data. The stages 

of the design process may include research, problem identification, conceptualising 

potential solutions, verification, planning, making and reflection (p.44). In the data, 

process was primarily evidenced in the visual diaries that students submitted with their 

design products. The significance of the process work was highlighted in almost all of 

the data, therefore in all modules, in the study guides and at both the formative and 

summative stages. Process work was not necessarily seen as evidence of student 

learning, as reflection was not emphasised or assessed, but rather as a map of the 

students’ thinking and their ability to make relevant judgments. Assessors used the 

visual diaries to follow and interrogate students’ research, conceptualising and planning 

processes and their thinking and decision making. This aligns with the claims regarding 
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the significance of the design process as a teaching, learning and assessment tool 

made in sections 2.2.1 and 2.2.3.2. The evidence in the visual diaries often proved to be 

critical to the value judgements that many of the external moderators made, especially 

when the lecturer was not present. In the following example, two external moderators 

look through a student’s visual diary in order to clarify the concept that they could not 

quite ‘read’ in the final product. They scrutinise the student’s decision making by 

considering what he selected for use, which concepts were developed and which were 

discarded. 

Tebogo: Then the resources and research and thinking is just their planning 
 process. Do they take the information they’ve found? Do they 

manage to turn it into a conceptual, a good conceptual design in the 
thinking process?  

Ezekiel: This one. So this one was for his texture, pattern idea. And then he 
took a leaf, but that’s [unintelligible] figure [they look at the process 
work]. 

Tebogo: I am not too convinced about the figure, but firstly I think 
[unintelligible], and what’s nice he actually tried different 
compositions before just going with one. He has quite a lot, before 
he decided on this one. And he scanned his own stuff in and kind of 
played around with that. Oh this would have, oh this is what he’s 
done. (Audio ACGD100, SR summative, 2014) 

 

Although the documented process played an important role in informing the assessors’ 

decisions, my analysis of the data indicated that most formative and summative 

assessment conversations focused on the final product. This aligns with other 

research findings that product is the dominant form of evidence used in summative 

assessment (2.2.3). Assessors’ conversations around product encompassed all of the 

themes in the data. They used the product to interpret student competence, use of 

technique, understanding and application of theory, knowledge, thinking, creativity, 

judgement and decision making, and student attributes and professionalism. I found 

the assessors’ interpretation based on the design artefact interesting, as in practice-

based research at postgraduate level there is still debate regarding whether the 

artefact embodies new knowledge, and the knower (p.147). There is however, a 

difference between new knowledge and what students at an undergraduate degree 
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should evidence. I observed that, in the majority of the assessments, assessors 

consulted both the product and the process material, therefore they had access to the 

students’ research, planning, thinking, making and judgements and they could position 

the product within the students’ practice and a broader context.  

In considering the contextual factors of design assessment (2.2) in relation to the data 

and the theoretical framework, I identified ways in which these contextual structures 

and cultures potentially impacted, constrained, reproduced and changed GD 

assessment and the assessors at PISA. Although there was an institutional aim to 

adhere to the OBE approach of alignment when creating the study guides and other 

documents, this approach was not always followed in the enacted assessment 

practice. Panel marking brought with it benefits, such as the sharing and co-creation of 

knowledge and standards, although this was localised at campus level. Conversely, it 

appeared that on some campuses the institutional perception of group or panel 

marking was that it was a time-consuming and expensive exercise that did not fit with 

the profit orientation of the institution. Person, process and product were very much 

part of the PISA assessment practice, yet not all of the elements identified in the 

literature regarding the assessment of person appeared in the data, especially those 

relating to the transformation of the student as ethical and moral design practitioner. 

This will be discussed at the end of this chapter. 

At the core of the practice were the value judgements based on the largely tacit ‘rules 

of the game’. Beneath the empirically-observable context lay the valued knowledge-

knower structures, which I identified in the data using the lens of LCT(Specialisation). 

In the following section I provide a comparison of the knowledge-knower structures 

identified in the data from the various modules.  

6.3 A comparison of the specialisation codes used in GD assessment 

In section 4.1.6.1, I outlined the language of description that was used to identify and 

categorise the themes that emerged from the data. Themes were then arranged as 

either ER or SR. The dominant ER themes that I identified were technique, design 

theory, industry and inter-disciplinary knowledge, and sustainable design. The main 
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SR themes identified were look and feel, concept, process, personal and 

professional, integrate and communicate (p.124). There were minor themes such as 

‘lecturer and student collaborate’ and ‘monitor own learning’ (Appendix D), but these 

appeared so seldom in the data, and did not relate to the field of production, that I 

did not consider them to be significant. The SR themes encompassed the specialist 

GD gaze (3.4.1.2) and the knower attributes that were valued in an ideal GD student. 

In the data, the strengthening and weakening of ER and SR were indicated by 

classification and framing (3.3.1) and the levels of design expertise (Table 8, p.122). 

If the object of knowledge and procedures clearly belonged to GD were explicitly 

stated and had to be followed by the student, this signified ER+. At the opposite end 

of the continuum, knowledge and procedures drawn from other disciplines which 

could not be explicitly stated and which were selected by the student and used as 

needed signified ER-. If the student was challenged by a complex design problem, 

had freedom of choice, used the design rules innovatively and was able to 

substantiate their design decisions, this indicated SR+. Trowler refers to this as the 

visual language used by artists and designers in that it “expresses ideas and 

emotions as well as alluding to influences and contexts beyond the immediate piece” 

(2013, p. 60). My understanding of the characteristics and categories was informed 

by the knowledge theories and how knowledge and knower were described in the 

design field of production (5.2). The approach aligns with that of abduction (3.2.1.1 

and 4.1.6.1) in that, instead of focusing on content, abduction allowed me to ‘see’ the 

data in terms of the LCT(Specialisation) theory and its rules. 

It must be noted that the themes that I identified in the data could not always be 

clearly separated from each other. Very often they overlapped and merged, and I 

have attempted to illustrate this where possible. An example of the coding is 

included (Appendix E). An analysis of each of the study guides and each recorded 

formative and summative marking session was completed and is available as part of 

the audit trail.  



 
176 

 

What I present below are the key findings in the form of the identified code clashes, 

matches and shifts. These codes, and their alignment or variation, indicate how the 

‘rules of the game’ may change in assessment. Potentially, these changes may 

occur between what was valued at the formative or the summative assessment 

stage, between different modules, on different campuses and between the espoused 

and enacted assessment practice. The study guides containing stated learning 

outcomes and the assessors valued criteria were positioned within the field of 

reproduction, in other words they describe the knowledge and knower that had been 

selected from the recontextualised knowledge, which was in turn selected from the 

field of production (5.1). 

I have considered a code clash to be significant as it indicated, for instance, a 

complete change between the explicitly-valued code, as stated in the study guide, 

and the code that assessors valued and used during marking. Where the codes 

matched, I considered the logic of the codes and why such alignment might occur. A 

shift such as the strengthening of the valued GD gaze from the first year to the third 

year would be a logical assumption, as strengthening was linked to increased 

expertise and freedom of choice. This is represented as SR for a strengthening and 

SR for a weakening of social relations. This was illustrated in the progressive 

strengthening of the valued gaze in the three Graphic Design Studio modules, yet 

this strengthening of gaze was not found in the third-year module Web Design. I also 

identified that, in this module, the knowledge-knower structure valued on one 

campus at the summative assessment stage differed from the code valued in the 

formative and summative assessment on other campuses. For the other modules 

there was no significant difference between the codes identified in the study guide 

and what was valued at the formative and summative assessment stages. In other 

words, there was alignment or a match. Table 11 below summarises the identified 

code clashes, matches and shifts.  

  



 
177 

 

Table 11: Specialisation codes for graphic design assessment 

Module Specialisation 
code study 
guide 

Specialisation code 
formative and 
summative assessment 
on all campuses  

Significant 
exceptions  

Graphic Design 
Studio 1 
(ACGD100)  

relativist code 
ER-, SR- 

knower code ER-, SR+ Clash 

Graphic Design 
Studio 2 
(ACGD200) 

knower code 

ER-, SR+ 
knower code ER-, SR+ Shift - knower code 

strengthens from 1st 

year 

Graphic Design 
Studio 3 
(ACGD300) 

knower code 

ER-, SR+ 
knower code ER-, SR+ Shift  - knower 

code strengthens 
from 2nd year 

Web Design 3 
(ACWD300) 

relativist code 
ER-, SR- 

relativist code ER-, SR- Clash – knower 
code campus MS 
summative  

In the following sections, I discuss the code clash that I identified in the module Graphic 

Design Studio 1, the progressive strengthening or shift of the knower code in Graphic 

Design Studio 2 and Graphic Design Studio 3, and the code clash identified in Web 

Design. In addition, I address one of the absences in the data, that of sustainable 

design. 

6.3.1 Graphic Design Studio 1: a code clash 

In the analysis of the data, I identified a code clash between the code communicated 

through the Graphic Design Studio 1 study guide, a relativist code, and what the 

assessors valued at both the formative and summative stages, a knower code. What 

follows is a description of the ER and SR themes, where I have pointed out the 

alignment, or lack of alignment, between the data from the Graphic Design Studio 1 

study guide and the data describing what assessors valued. Many themes found in the 

data aligned between the guide and what assessors valued, such as the ER categories 

of technique and design theory and the SR themes of look and feel, process and 

professional and personal. The ER categories, including industry, interdisciplinary 

knowledge and sustainable design, and the SR theme of integrate and communicate 
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were not prominent at the first-year level. This I concluded was appropriate as these 

attributes were only required at the higher levels of design expertise (Table 8, p.122).  

The briefs in the Graphic Design Studio 1 study guide were geared towards developing 

a range of technical skills and a familiarity with a number of common GD industry 

products. Students were required to use very specific techniques and were often 

expected to do a number of exercises in order to arrive at the final product.  

To achieve the desired effect, you will first have to create a collage made up 
of found (in magazines) and created (self-drawn) images and patterns. You 
will have to make rubbings of various textures and then turn them into a 
pattern. (Study guide ACGD100, Linde & Le Cornu, 2013b, p. 23) 

In the brief, texture was one of the key elements to be used in a skateboard design. 

Students were guided through the technical process of how to identify and arrive at a 

texture that would be used in the final design. Technique is an area of design where 

learning outcomes and assessment criteria can be explicitly stated (2.2.1). The 

expectations regarding technique at this first-year level were clearly stated in the guide 

and by the assessors. In the example below the external moderators, both industry 

practitioners, described and acknowledged the technical expertise expected of a first-

year student.  

Ezekiel: Cool and then the can, which is their first totally vector work. So 
he’s got like all his elements on there, which is nice to see.  

Tebogo: Ya and I mean for his first vector this is quite nice, he used 
gradients. (Audio ACGD100, SR summative, 2014) 

 
Assessors could recognise what techniques were required and they valued work 

that followed the rules and demonstrated the required technical proficiency. 

In section 5.2.2 I discussed that design practice tends to draw on propositional 

knowledge in the form of design principles and theories. These theories are often used 

in conjunction with procedural knowledge, as they provide a tacit foundation for doing 

and judging design. In the first-year guide, students were expected to apply design 

principles and rules to their design layouts. For instance, the guide stated that “students 
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also need to be taught about distribution of colour, where to place light and dark areas, 

and where to create design and what spaces to leave blank” (Study guide ACGD100, 

Linde & Le Cornu, 2013b, p. 8). 

Nevertheless, there was little or no evidence of an explicit discussion of these design 

principles or theories in the data from the study guide. A few examples of actual GD 

products were included in the first-year study guide, but these had no corresponding 

reference to theory. I acknowledge that the formal elements of design theory might have 

been presented in other modules, or taught in the studio. The latter approach, however, 

would have been in conflict with other research findings discussed in section 5.1 

(p.138), that indicated that design theory is seldom explicitly stated in the studio. 

Nevertheless, students were expected to understand and apply the basic theories such 

as composition, colour theory and typographic hierarchy in their practical work. This 

understanding and application of design theory had to be evident to assessors in the 

final design product. If considered in relation to Polanyi’s (1966) theory of tacit 

knowledge (2.2.2), the design principles and theories tacitly underpinned the students’ 

ability to complete the briefs. This implies that design theory and colour theory would 

need to be understood in order for the first-year students to successfully apply these in 

their practical work. Success at the first-year level, as described in the study guide, 

would entail the student being able to understand, follow and apply the rules and 

principles of design. 

The rules of design, as indicated above, would be evidenced in the look and feel of the 

design product. The look and feel of a GD piece was largely aesthetic and influenced by 

the technique and materials used. In a simple explanation, it could be seen in how 

effectively the student arranged the visual elements such as typography, image, shape, 

line, tone and colour within a layout. This was an area where it was difficult to separate 

two themes, and I often coded technique and look and feel together in the data. Even 

the lecturers, as indicated in the statement below, indicated that it was difficult for them 

to separate these two categories when using the PISA marking rubric.  
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Yassin: I’m also looking at alignment. I’m looking, although it's a technical 
aspect. I’m looking at design and the technical aspect at the same 
time, ’cause it does get a bit confusing. (Audio ACGD200, MS 
formative, 2014) 

In the first year, a valued look and feel was closely linked to the student producing work 

that followed the brief, applied the design principles and rules, and was visually 

appealing or effective. The student was therefore not expected to develop a GD gaze or 

to be highly creative, as the study guide had to be followed and the lecturer was making 

many of the choices relating to look and feel for the student. 

Consulting with the lecturer was a component of the professional and personal 

behaviour expected of the student. I identified that the behaviour of the first-year student 

was quite explicitly stated in both the guide and by the assessors. Within the guide, 

aspects such as attendance and consulting with the lecturer were clearly described as 

illustrated in the excerpt below. 

Next you will start with your final design on Fabriano board. Make sure to 
bring all necessary media and materials, as the work will be done in class. 
Failure to do sure [so] will deprive you of the opportunity of in-class 
assistance and could affect your time management for the project. (Study 
guide ACGD100, Linde & Le Cornu, 2013b, p. 26) 

This category of ideal student links to the assessment of person (2.2.3.1), with the ideal 

GD student at the novice level valued as an “obedient student” (Steyn, 2012, p. 48). I 

did not detect an expectation of high levels of expertise, or a sophisticated and critical 

gaze, or that an ethical/moral practitioner was valued in the Graphic Design Studio 1 

data. 

In the study guide, the design process (2.2.3.2) at the novice level was presented as a 

workflow procedure which students had to follow. Students were provided with a 

number of steps to be completed for all the briefs. A prescriptive design process was 

explicitly stated and students had little choice over the process, its stages and its 

sequencing. They were therefore not expected to exercise judgement at all stages of 

the design process, but were expected to follow the study guide and consult with the 
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lecturer. For instance, Brief 4 for Graphic Design Studio 1 was a book cover design. The 

students were required to gather information on three defined topics to inform their 

design. In the study guide they were provided with a limited choice between five idioms, 

four styles and the technical parameters.  

You should have completed your research on book cover design and your 
chosen idiom as well as your research on style in your visual diary. Bring 
your research as well as initial concepts in your visual diary to class as you 
will present these to your lecturer for discussion and development. (Study 
guide ACGD100, Linde & Le Cornu, 2013b, p. 38) 

The guide explicitly described what the student was expected to do, in what 

sequence, how the design product was to be presented and the process of 

decision making. With little or no freedom of choice and no requirement to display 

the ability to make decisions or value judgements, I saw little or no requirement in 

the study guide for the student to evidence a GD gaze. 

Although an alignment existed between many of the themes found in the study guide 

data and the data generated from the assessors’ conversations, there was one 

significant difference. This difference lay in the expectation of the assessors regarding 

concept, which tended to be highly valued by the assessors, but was not emphasised in 

the study guide. Once again I found it difficult when analysing the data to separate the 

act of conceptualising from the process of designing. Concept also influenced the other 

themes such as technique and look and feel. The Graphic Design Studio 1 study guide 

indicated that students should work within constrained technical and process 

requirements and “creativity within limitations is achieved by a ‘concept’ (i.e. the idea 

behind the design)” (Study guide ACGD100, Linde & Le Cornu, 2013b, p. 2). Yet, 

students were not expected to make decisions regarding which concept was the best, 

as the study guide indicated that the lecturer had to be consulted and they would 

choose the best, or most appropriate, concept. The first-year study guide therefore did 

not place significant emphasis on students being able to conceptualise or arrive at novel 

ideas. It was, conversely, an aspect that most assessors and moderators valued highly. 

On the MS campus at the formative assessment stage, the internal assessors expected 
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the concept to be sustained throughout the design process and in the final product. In 

the example provided below, the assessors suspected that the student had attempted to 

retroactively document the conceptualising process, to match the final design product, 

whereas they expected him to follow the prescribed design process.  

Dudu: If you are a superhero then I think….  
Peter: Stand out.  
Dudu: Ok red might be good to use to stand out, but I don’t think he’s 

thought about how the colours work.  
Peter: Ya. 
Dudu: Together to get his concept across.  
Peter: I agree.  
Dudu: He’s gone and looked at what words will fit.  
Peter: Fit to the word, not thinking about yourself first.  
Dudu: He’s not thinking about it.  
Peter: Ya.  
Dudu: And there’s no planning of that, because I think that is not a 

concept.  
Peter:  No.  
Dudu: Therefore he struggled to plan an image for the concept or lack 

thereof.  
Peter: I agree because the words are cool, but he hasn’t even thought 

about the words and how they relate to him, so it’s a huge issue. 
(Audio ACGD100, MS formative, 2014) 

 

The quote above indicated that, in this instance, the assessors valued integration 

and a coherence that tied all of the design elements together with the concept. 

This was not evident in the work. There was also reference to the underlying 

colour theory, as the student’s colour selection did not match the emotion that he 

had sought to communicate. The student had not met the expectation of making 

use of colours that would be appropriate to the concept and the message. In the 

excerpt below, the same lecturers discussed a final product in relation to the 

concept that a different student had started with. They were impressed by the 

quality of research and conceptualising, even though the final product was 

disappointing. 

Peter: So he just cut it out obviously, but I mean you can see what he’s 
done. It’s a pity, I mean it was a cool idea and you can see by all 
his. He actually did a lot more drawings and ideas and research.  



 
183 

 

Dudu: See that’s the type of research that they should be doing for this. 
It’s easy to write down an acronym.  

Peter: No, no of course, but actually to look at and place it into context 
with images. (Audio ACGD100, MS formative, 2014) 

From the data generated from the marking sessions, it became clear to me that, in the 

first year, the final product did not always communicate the overriding concept 

effectively, as in the example above. This was often due to the student’s limited 

technical skill. In these cases, the visual diary provided a very important source that the 

assessors used to check the student’s conceptualisation of the idea. The link, or a lack 

thereof, between concept and execution was not seen by assessors as critical at the 

novice first-year level and students could pass a brief if one aspect had been 

successful, while the other was not.  

The ability to arrive at a number of viable ideas and to develop these before choosing a 

final concept was highly valued by assessors. In the following excerpt one of the 

external moderators, Tebogo and industry practitioner, indicated that he valued this 

ability in a first-year student.  

Tebogo: But it’s nice. What I enjoy about his work, is he doesn’t just take one 
thing and just goes with that, he kind of explores various concepts 
before just deciding on one thing. (Audio ACGD100, SR summative, 
2014) 

I understood that the external moderator assumed that the student selected which 

concept to use. Once again this was in conflict with the study guide, where the role of 

the lecturer in choosing appropriate concepts was emphasised. 

When creativity was considered at the novice stage, it was generally linked to the 

concept or idea on which the design was based. As technique and process were 

narrowly prescribed and the required design piece was situated within a specific 

technical context, there was little or no room for students to select creative techniques. 

“The briefs have strict limitations, yet still need to remain creative within given 

parameters” (Study guide ACGD100, Linde & Le Cornu, 2013b, p. 2).  
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In my analysis of all of the data, I found that the concept of creativity in relation to the 

person or student was not used extensively by assessors. Although there was reference 

to creative work at the second- and third-year levels, only in the first year were 

individual students described by assessors as “creative”, “talented” or “conceptual”. 

When considering the mark for a borderline student, the external moderator said:  

Karabo: Hm, OK, ya it is a tough one. But he’s clearly got the ability, he’s got 
the talent. He’s just unsuccessful in some and successful in others. 
(Audio ACGD100, MS summative, 2013) 

Although innovative and unique products were valued by assessors, creativity did not 

seem to be linked to Maton’s (2010b) born gaze (3.4.1). This is substantiated by the 

data from the online survey, where the attribute “gifted with natural born talent” was 

ranked the least valued SR+ attribute (p.105). This appeared to be an indication that 

lecturers believed that creativity could be learnt, in other words students could cultivate 

the valued gaze. 

I interpreted the Graphic Design Studio 1 guide’s relativist code to indicate that it was 

designed to ease students, who might have no art or design experience, into the first 

year of study, and to provide them with the opportunity to build the valued gaze and 

attributes over time. However, the assessors evaluated the student work as if the valued 

gaze should already be in place. The clash of codes, between the relativist code 

explicitly communicated in the study guide and the knower code explicitly and tacitly 

applied by the assessors, could have very significant consequences for the student. For 

the student who took the guide as the explicit curriculum (2.2.2), where the outcomes 

and assessment criteria were used as a check list of what was expected of them in 

order for them to pass, this clash would have serious consequences. If the student 

followed all of the rules as communicated in the guide, they would expect to pass, and 

yet this might not have been the result of the assessment. In the focus group a number 

of lecturers indicated that, when they asked students to self-assess their work, the 

marks arrived at were unrealistically high. One lecturer made the comment: 
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Jane: For me it depends on what criteria are you assessing yourself on. If 
you’re assessing yourself on the criteria, that’s our criteria, that’s 
kind of, it's our know-how that’s put together that criteria. They're 
not in that position, I think, yet to that extent to assess themselves 
using that criteria, because they’re still learning that criteria. (Audio 
focus group, MS, 2015) 

 
As there was no explicit communication of the knower code, students had to contend 

with a hidden curriculum (2.2.2) and implicit and tacit assessment criteria. It would seem 

obvious that students would not be able to evaluate their own work, as they did not yet 

possess the valued gaze. In addition, the gaze, at this point, had not been made explicit 

in the first-year module documentation. On the other hand, the focus group pointed out 

that feedback was an ongoing process in the GD studio and this was how the required 

gaze was communicated to the student. 

Yassin: I think what helps us push the students from that side to the other 
side is that we might not necessarily explicitly say or tell them what 
we expect, but through the formative assessments, where feedback 
is important. Even when you arrive in 1st year, you don’t know, but 
through the feedback. 

Peter: There’s so much feedback in class. 
Yassin: You’re able to grow as a designer to a point where we need you to 

be, where we don't have to specifically say this is what we expect. 
(Audio focus group, MS, 2015) 

From these comments it appears that, although there was feedback in the studio, what 

was valued was not always made explicit. Whether the in-studio feedback was effective, 

was understood by the student, aligned with the study guide or aligned with what the 

assessors valued was not the topic of this study. I did however, address some of the 

problems relating to the clarity of the GD discourse in the studio, the misalignment of 

feedback and marks and students’ understanding of feedback in section 2.2.2.  

I observed that assessors who valued a knower code in Graphic Design Studio 1 had 

more freedom to accommodate unexpected outcomes in the form of innovative designs 

that were outside of the outcomes and criteria stated in the study guide. Unexpected 

outcomes were previously discussed as a feature of the unique nature of assessment in 

creative fields, which conflicted with criterion-referenced assessment (p.33). It was 
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evident from the data that assessors felt that certain students already evidenced a GD 

gaze in first year and, by valuing the knower, they could reward this achievement. Once 

again, I would argue that this code clash could be confusing for students who did not 

recognise the GD gaze. They might observe that work that did not follow the explicit 

rules, as stated in the study guide, was valued and rewarded. This aspect is further 

discussed in section 7.2.1.1. 

Considering the lack of clarity regarding the gaze in the study guide, there appeared to 

be a hidden curriculum and certainly hidden assessment criteria. Dong et al. (2014) 

indicate that clashes are to be expected when what is valued in a field cannot be made 

explicit. A hidden curriculum has the potential to use implicit criteria for assessment and 

can make the assessment practice local and context specific. This would challenge the 

communication and sharing of an assessment practice and what was valued by the 

institutional community across the multi-campus structure of this case study. In the 

multi-campus context of this study, lecturers on small campuses were often quite 

isolated. When a programme was first offered on this type of campus, lecturers might 

only have one or two GD colleagues. Being presented with the study guide containing 

clear outcomes and criteria could be reassuring and of benefit to the new lecturer. 

Unfortunately, if the coordinating campus lecturer valued a knower code, rather than the 

relativist code demonstrated in the study guide, feedback at the internal moderation 

stage might be contentious. For those lecturers who had followed the guide with its 

relativist code in their teaching and assessment, there might be a significant shift in 

marks because of the code clash. These lecturers, when receiving feedback from the 

coordinating campus which indicated that their marking was inaccurate, may have felt 

that both their teaching and assessment practice was being challenged (2.2).  

6.3.2 The strengthening of a GD gaze from first to third year 

GD education traditionally follows a master–apprentice system (3.4.1.2), where students 

spend time with those who already possess a GD gaze. Students are expected to 

cultivate the gaze through formal studies, modelling, practice, feedback and exposure to 

iconic design. In the previous section, I pointed out that the Graphic Design Studio 1 



 
187 

 

study guide communicated a relativist code. Based on the analysis of the Graphic 

Design Studio 2 and Graphic Design Studio 3 study guides, I identified a shift from the 

first-year relativist code to a knower code in the second and third year. The knower 

code tended to strengthen in each year (p.208). In line with the LCT(Specialisation) 

theory, I propose that the strengthening of SR arose from a greater emphasis on, and 

valuing of, a specialist GD gaze at the higher levels of study. In the following section, I 

will illustrate this assumption using examples from the data generated from the study 

guides and observation of marking sessions. From the analysis of the data, I identified a 

match or alignment between the guides and what the assessors valued at the formative 

and summative stages, in both the second- and third-year Graphic Design Studio 

modules on all of the campuses that participated. I have therefore used both the study 

guide text and the assessment observation as sources of data to illustrate the shift from 

first, to second, to third year. 

Based on the analysis of the data, I discovered that from the second year the design 

process and knowledge used shifted into a more industry-specific context. In the 

second year, the stated aim of the module was to “bridge the gap between basic 

design knowledge and professional level knowledge by introducing the student to 

more advanced aesthetic and technical considerations” (Study guide ACGD200, Linde 

& Le Cornu, 2013a, p. 4). Being able to make relevant problem-solving and value 

judgements in the process of creating industry-appropriate products was required. The 

value judgements were therefore based in part on a student’s ability to analyse 

existing GD products and to position their work within this context. In alignment with 

what was required and valued in the study guides, assessors looked at the design, 

materials and production techniques used by students and considered whether they 

were appropriate for the product, the user and the production methods. For example, 

the external moderator, Nigel, an industry practitioner, said of a third-year student’s 

work:  

Nigel: Ya I just think she made, once again a technical error, 'cause she 
used glossy paper for somebody to write on. (Audio ACGD300, SR 
summative, 2014) 
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The student had therefore not considered the production method to be used for the 

design product or the needs of the user. 

In the second- and third-year modules, the expectation was that students should be 

proficient in many of the technical aspects, such as the software programmes used. 

There was less accommodation of poor technique, untidiness and poor presentation. 

Students were also required to work quickly and accurately. This was achieved 

through their having built up short cuts, or routines, for some of the tasks, based on 

their previous experience. This is referred to by Eraut (2006, p. 3) as ‘routinised skills’ 

(Table 1, p.37), which become largely tacit. This expectation was clearly stated in this 

extract from the Graphic Design Studio 3 study guide. 

In order to simulate the nature of industry and in turn equip the students to 
function optimally within such a fast-track environment, the quantity of 
elements in each brief exceeds what the students have become 
accustomed to. (Study guide ACGD300, Linde, 2012, p. 1) 

This expectation was confirmed by the moderators, who saw these skills as essential 

for the student’s readiness to enter industry, where working quickly would be highly 

valued. Nigel, one of the external moderators, indicated in the following comment his 

concern regarding a third-year student’s capacity to produce work at the pace required 

in the industry. 

Nigel: Yes. I mean the problem I have with this person is when you’re 
studying you’ve got time to do stuff. In the industry you don’t have 
that luxury. When you get a brief you need to have something 
done in a week, two weeks max. If you lucky you get two weeks to 
do a big project. (Audio ACGD300, SR summative, 2014) 

 
Here he links the student’s performance with his own experience of the industry 

(5.2.1), using attributes expected in professional GD practice to judge the student’s 

performance. An understanding of industry-relevant technique was required of 

students at the higher levels of competency. In the second year a shift occurred in 

which the assessors considered the techniques, such as software, production 
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methods and industry practices, and how appropriate these were to the design 

solution. 

Students are encouraged to push the limits of their own creativity, explore 
the many varieties of output capabilities available, and become more aware 
that what is conceived in the mind is not always production friendly or 
feasible. (Study guide ACGD200, Linde & Le Cornu, 2013a, pp. 1–2) 

The consideration of a logic and alignment between concept and technique was carried 

through to the assessment data. Joanne, one of the internal assessors, stated that the 

student might have made more relevant choices when designing a font which was a 

component of a formative brief made up of a number of elements.  

Joanne:  And with the font maybe, because it is a lot of time and effort to 
make a font, maybe. I am not sure what the font symbolises. There 
is no definite theme or idea that goes into this font for me. Maybe 
she could have created a leaf type of font, or add the tree effect to 
it, to make it fit everything together. But the font does not really fit 
everything here. (Audio ACGD200, SR formative, 2014) 

This indicated that the choices the student made regarding technique were expected to 

align with the other design aspects, such as the industry parameters, as well as with the 

design solution and the concept.  

At the advanced level, particularly in the Graphic Design Studio 3 module, students had 

greater freedom of choice, which started with identifying the design problem, through to 

the selection of production materials and methods. As the design problems presented in 

the briefs became more complex or wicked, the number and range of technical options 

available to the student increased. An increase in complexity shifted the selection of 

knowledge and the design judgements to the student, as there was no one strategy that 

could be followed. More context-dependent design problems demand that the student 

conceptualise solutions for more complex problems. This is a strategy for increasing 

expertise in design education, which can be seen as a strengthening of semantic gravity 

(Shay & Steyn, 2016).  
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In addition to solving complex problems, students were expected to be aware of their 

own strengths and weaknesses, when choosing a technique. They were required to 

make strategic decisions that accommodated what they were capable of and preferably 

use techniques at which they were skilled. In the following discussion the external 

moderators, both industry practitioners, indicated that two students had made poor 

decisions in choosing which technique to use and that students were expected to be 

able to ‘hide’ their weakness through clever design. 

Mbali: Again, you can see like, see where someone isn’t strong in drawing. 
 Both of them, they’re not very strong in drawing.  
Jade: No.  
Mbali: I mean there is ways to getting around it. (Audio ACGD300, KL 

summative 2014) 

By using the concepts of classification and framing to consider the data, I identified that 

technique shifted in strength in two ways. Firstly, relative strength was indicated by who 

had the power to choose which technique to use. In the first year, students had to follow 

the brief and had no choice in the techniques used, whereas the senior students had 

greater freedom of choice when it came to technique and were expected to make 

strategic decisions in selecting appropriate techniques. The second indication was the 

level of sophistication required when making decisions relating to technique. In Graphic 

Design Studio 3, assessors valued how creatively and appropriately the technique was 

used within an industry context. Epistemic relations that were valued, therefore, 

weakened at the higher levels of competency as there was no fixed technique and 

students had greater control over what was selected for use. 

As described in section 6.3.1, at a first-year level, students were required to follow the 

design principles or rules. In the second and third year, this expectation shifted. In my 

analysis, assessors valued work where the design rules had been applied, bent or 

broken as needed to produce an appealing and industry-appropriate design product. 

Students therefore needed a firm understanding of design principles and theories. In the 

following discussion between the external moderator, Karabo, and the lecturer, Peter, 
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Karabo points out that the first-year student had followed the rules in relation to colour 

theory, but that she would expect a more adventurous use of colour in the second year.  

Karabo: You must maybe just guide her next year in terms of colour. You 
often find this with students, sometimes especially in first year. If 
they do well in projects and they are using specific colours they 
tend to keep, stick with that because they are too scared.  

Peter: Ya.  
Karabo: And it’s really important for them to have a really good 

understanding of colour range throughout the display. (Audio, 
ACGD100, MS summative, 2013) 

In the Graphic Design Studio 3 study guide, a certain level of propositional knowledge 

was also valued. The guide indicated that students were expected to write appropriate 

texts to be used with images, to communicate concepts in presentations, to work out 

budgets and to apply copyright laws. As the knowledge needed was guided by the 

design concept and potential solution to the design problem, students had to make 

sensitive decisions and value judgements as to what knowledge should be selected for 

use. Students could draw from many sources and were judged on how appropriate the 

knowledge was for the design solution that they had presented. An illustration of this in 

Graphic Design Studio 3 was a brief that required students to design an infographic: 

Infographics helps the viewer analyse and understand the data being 
presented. Infographics are: 

 visualisations that present complex information quickly and clearly. 

 visualisations that integrate words and graphics to reveal information, 
patterns or trends. 

 visualisations that are easier to understand than words alone. 

 visualisations that are beautiful and engaging. (Study guide 
ACGD300, Linde, 2012, p. 48) 

For this brief, students had to collect, analyse and synthesise a large number of 

different forms of information, from various sources. They then organised and translated 

the data into images, symbols and words that had to be arranged in an aesthetically-

pleasing and easy to read poster design. This could be a task that achieves a 

strengthening of semantic density (p.78) within the GD practice, as the infographic was 

required to communicate in more symbolic than descriptive terms (Shay & Steyn, 2016). 
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In order to do this, students were expected to access a broad range of knowledge from 

different disciplines. This knowledge had to be sorted, organised and translated into a 

visual design in order to arrive at a conceptually and technically innovative solution for 

the specific design problem. The complexity of this brief and its challenges are 

discussed in the excerpt below between the external moderator, Tshepo an academic 

and practicing designer, and the lecturer, Yassin. Tshepo compares the work of two 

students for the infographics brief: 

Tshepo: Not bad. Now you see she gets the infographic here, like this. Ya, 
it’s challenging. It's a visual representation of data. It can be a 
challenge. It should be, ok, so here’s the one. This one’s actually 
lekker; this one you can see there’s more of a story in this one so it 
tells you, there’s sort of flow and kinda lead you on from one thing.  

Yassin: That flow. 
Tshepo: [Compares the first infographic with another student’s work] This 

one has it. So you kinda read it in line, but it’s not as exciting, it 
doesn’t have like all the bits and pieces that make the infographic 
something interesting. Ya that one’s actually the better one. That’s 
really cool. (Audio ACGD300, MS summative, 2014) 

 

In the understanding and application of design theories, as with technique, I found 

that ER weakened at the higher levels of competency. Students were expected to 

make use of disciplinary knowledge, but also selected from different disciplinary 

knowledge as needed. This appears to relate to what I had found in the field of 

production, where many contend that there is no discipline-specific body of 

knowledge valued in design (5.2). It was necessary for students to understand and 

use the GD principles and theories, but these had become embedded in the 

student’s design practice and were tacitly accessed, used and assessed. 

In the second- and third-year modules, although ER weakened, SR consisting of look 

and feel, concept, process, professional practice and integration strengthened. In the 

data, I identified that assessors seldom referred explicitly to the formal visual elements 

of design when commenting on work. Look and feel as a theme might be referred to as 

layout, which encompassed many visual elements. For instance, in the following 

discussion between David, the external moderator from another academic institution, 
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and Peter, the lecturer, they compare the original work and the piece that had been re-

done by the student for moderation.  

David: Obviously the colours as well.  
Peter: Yes. So that, and in this case it’s really not much of a difference to 

be honest with you. I think it’s just better, maybe not even better, 
type choice is just easier to read, a bit better layout.  

David: This one is, its touching the face isn’t it, there’s no space?  
Peter: No there’s no space.  
David: No negative space. In the redo it’s, you’re still missing the type 

hierarchy.  
Peter: Ya.  
David: And you’re missing the readability. (Audio ACGD200, MS 

summative, 2013) 

In their discussion, colour, typography, positive and negative space, and the 

arrangement of and relationships between the design elements are all seen in terms of 

how well the piece communicated with the viewer. At the advanced beginner level 

(p.122), which I aligned with the second year, students were expected to make informed 

value judgements regarding look and feel. Words such as “appropriate”, “sensitive”, 

“original” and “mature” (Study guide, ACGD200 Linde & Le Cornu, 2013a, p. 12) were 

used. When I asked one of the lecturers, Yassin, what mature design might look like he 

indicated the following: 

Yassin: Um for the second years a mature piece is someone who’s able to 
reference, who’s able to connect with what is out there and bring 
that into their design, you know. Who’s able to research and take 
that research, almost, almost design on trend pieces and an 
immature piece is someone who always falls back on flat colours, 
basic shapes. (Audio ACGD200, MS formative, 2014) 

In this statement, instead of discussing mature design, the lecturer discussed the 

student and what they should be able to do. There was a focus on doing, as described 

in the literature from the field of production (5.2.2). This, and many other statements 

identified in the data, indicated that assessors expected the more senior students to 

develop a GD gaze. This required students to make sensitive and relevant value 

judgements regarding when and under what circumstances to use a particular look and 

feel for the final product. These value judgements were based in part on their 
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experience and their ability to analyse historical or existing GD products. Maton 

indicates that “a gaze is a canon introjected” (2014b, p. 99), in that it is built on previous 

iconic examples that are valued in the field or discipline. In the study guide, it was 

indicated that students should “acquire a thorough knowledge of design and its 

application through analysis and critique of existing design pieces and the design and 

creation of original visual communications pieces” (Study guide ACGD200, Linde & Le 

Cornu, 2013a, p. 6). This made explicit the requirement for students to be aware of 

industry trends and iconic graphic design pieces. This awareness and ability to critique 

was required if they were to produce something different or original.  

The study guides indicated that, at the competent level (p.122), students were expected 

to produce considered designs and be able to “evaluate”, “analyse”, “justify”, “organise” 

and “select” (Study guide ACGD300, Linde, 2012). They were required to explain and 

defend their design solutions and decisions in presentations and in written submissions. 

The justification of the student’s decisions could not be based purely on aesthetic 

considerations, but had to address real-world and industry-related concerns. The 

lecturer, Yassin, explained in the excerpt below what he valued in a GD product:  

 

Yassin: What I saw on screen was very, very interesting, but it’s lacking. 
There’s just so many things wrong with this artwork. For a bank 
note it’s pretty, but it’s not functional. (Yassin, Audio ACGD200, MS 
formative, 2014) 

 

His statement indicated that he valued a GD product that was not only visually 

appealing, but one that also complied with any number of requirements that would 

make it fit-for-purpose. At the third-year level, students had the power to choose 

aspects of the look and feel based on their own value judgements. They were also 

expected to develop an individual style, but had to be able to substantiate their 

decisions and choices. That these attributes were valued in both the Graphic Design 

Studio 3 study guide and by assessors indicated a strengthening of SR when 

compared to Graphic Design Studio 1. 

The concept behind the design solution was often focused on by assessors when 
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evaluating work at the higher levels of competence. The concept was generally 

considered by the assessors in relation to industry requirements. They also 

considered the individual student’s original idea and how successfully and consistently 

this was communicated throughout the brief. In the excerpt below, two external 

moderators, both industry practitioners discuss a design for the service-learning brief. 

Their criticism addressed both what they felt was an ineffectual concept, and also how 

appropriate the design would be when used in different media. 

Mbali: No, but I mean even look from a billboard point of view there’s no, 
she’s not capturing any emotion. So you can’t get anyone to relate, 
if you can’t capture emotion.  

Jade: No emotion.  
Mbali: And she’s not capturing emotion at all. So it’s all fine and well to 

have a logo, but what if I drive passed that bus thing I’m not even 
going to read what it is.  

Jade: You’re not going to read all of this stuff. (Audio ACGD300, KL 
summative, 2014)  

 

Concept and integration were strongly valued categories at the more advanced 

beginner and competent levels (p.122) expected in the second and third year. Even in 

the online survey, the ‘ability to integrate research, concept and process seamlessly into 

a final design product’ received one of the highest rankings (p.105). What was valued 

by the assessors was that students should not only arrive at an innovative concept, but 

should also demonstrate innovation in other areas of the design process. This was in 

contrast to the first year, where students were rewarded for competence in one area 

even if they had not been successful in another. Based on the classification described in 

Table 9 (p.124), being able to integrate concept, technique and look and feel in order to 

achieve an effective message was one of the higher-level skills that assessors valued. 

Defining this was not straightforward, as in the data I identified that assessors would 

often use words or expressions other than integrate. These included “cohesive”, 

“interacts”, “relates”, “flow” and “coming together”. Students were therefore expected to 

arrive at a workable design solution, and all of the material presented should support 

this with a recognisable alignment. If one element was missing, the overall message 
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would be lost. Below are two examples of how assessors expressed the idea of 

integration as an element they valued in student work. 

Yassin: I, I’m looking at the design as a whole and how each element that 
they’ve decided to use complements the design as a whole, 
because it’s a bank note. South African bank notes, or bank notes 
around the world, are very intricate. They have elements that you 
cannot see from afar. So what I do now is look into the artwork and 
to see if it relates to their design solution. (Yassin, Audio ACGD200, 
MS formative, 2014) 

External moderator, Tshepo, and the lecturer, Yassin, indicated in the excerpt below 

that being able to integrate type and image was one level of integration expected of a 

third year student. 

Tshepo: Oh ya, these are very nice. This is great hey, just the type, hey 
copy. They struggle with like long bits of copy.  

Yassin: Mmm. Or rather they can't make a connection between typography 
and images and how to bring them all together creatively. (Audio 
ACGD300, MS summative, 2014) 

My analysis of the data indicated that, at the competent level (p.122), there was an 

expectation among assessors to see that students could identify good and bad design 

as positioned within industry and historical contexts. The study guides stated that 

students had to be able to use this knowledge to substantiate their own aesthetic 

choices. I indicated previously (3.4.1.2) that students must, at the foundation phase, be 

able to “read and write design” (Steyn, 2012, p. 39). At the third-year level GD students 

were expected to be able to read, write and critique the specialised GD knowledge. 

From the data, I interpreted this as the valuing of a more sophisticated gaze, which 

resulted in a further strengthening of the knower code (p.208).  

As mentioned earlier, the problems that students were presented with at these higher 

levels were more complex and authentically positioned within an industry context. This 

would relate to semantic gravity (Shay & Steyn, 2016). Through the design process, 

students were expected to interpret the brief, define the problem and develop a number 

of potential solutions. Within these parameters, they were encouraged to work quite 
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freely and to “recognise their unique personal approach and methodology and to nurture 

these as a means of achieving success” (Study guide ACGD200, Linde & Le Cornu, 

2013a, p. 4). At these levels, assessors valued appropriate decision-making at all 

stages of the design process, from research through to production. The appropriateness 

was linked to the solution, the process and the audience or user. With greater freedom 

of choice in the interpretation and conceptualising of the problems presented by the 

brief, students could choose materials, techniques, production methods and even 

clients or users. Thus, individual students chose different ways to solve the same 

communication problem and different ways to execute the same brief, especially the 

competition and live briefs. The live briefs (p.34) were aimed at exposing students to 

real life situations and to enable them to experience elements of professional practice. 

For instance, in the service-learning brief, one group of third-year students designed a 

fun run as a fund raiser for their Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO) client. Another 

group, on a different campus, designed emergency kits to be handed out to victims of 

abuse for a different NGO. Each group created all the necessary visual material that 

would accompany such an effort. The clients and the concepts differed substantially, 

therefore so did the design solution, the process, the products, the look and feel and the 

techniques used. Innovative concepts, novel techniques, an appropriate process and 

successful communication of the concept through the artefacts were valued by 

assessors. This required a sophisticated GD gaze on the part of the student. 

In the Graphic Design Studio 3 study guide, it was stated that students were expected 

to evaluate their own performance for each brief. This evaluation was firstly to be 

documented in their visual diary. Secondly, students were expected to provide a written 

statement in which they defined their design process and evaluated and defended their 

design choices. Thirdly, they were required to complete the marking rubric, such as the 

one included as Appendix B. These documents were intended to be read by the 

lecturers, who would “take them into consideration when assigning project grades” 

(Study guide ACGD300, Linde, 2012, p. 18). This implied that, as each student 

potentially arrived at a unique solution, the criteria used to evaluate their work would 

differ from those used to evaluate another student’s work. Students at the competent 
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level therefore had some control over the evaluative criteria, which were informed by 

their individual GD practice. This I interpreted as a strengthening of SR when compared 

to the first year, where the same evaluative criteria were used for all students’ work. 

Although stated in the Graphic Design Studio 3 study guide, I saw no evidence in the 

observation data of assessors explicitly consulting the self-described outcomes and 

assessment documentation submitted by students. The assessors relied on the design 

process documented in the visual diaries rather than on the written objectives to 

evaluate the alignment of the design product with the original concept. In the study 

guide, the shift of choice in the design process to the student and their resulting 

individualised processes indicated that the student had power over the evaluative 

criteria, equating to a strengthening of SR. However, as the written outcomes and 

criteria were not considered by the assessors, this strengthening did not feed through to 

the formative and summative assessment. Assessors used their own criteria, which 

differed from student to student. They therefore may have tried to match the criteria to 

the individual student’s process and final artefact even if they did not consider the 

student’s intentions. 

As mentioned in section 6.2, certain student behaviour was valued at the second- and 

third-year levels. This still included a consideration of the quantity of work done, 

submission of all the elements required, time management, how hard the student 

worked and whether they were willing to follow the lecturer’s guidance and advice. 

There was nonetheless a greater alignment with industry-level expectations than in the 

first year. I identified that there was an expectation that students should be able to meet 

industry requirements, have certain industry attributes and behave in a professional 

manner. Therefore assessors made comments such as:  

David:  … ’cause that’s going to get you fired. (Audio ACGD200, MS 
summative, 2013) 

This external moderator’s response to poorly-presented work was positioned in an 

industry context. This is supported by Logan’s (2007) study, as discussed in section 

2.2.3.1, that industry standards were used to judge student work towards the end of 
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their studies. The individual student’s progress, or in some cases regression, was also 

considered. What was not considered was the student as an ethical and moral GD 

practitioner (5.4). I will discuss this aspect in more detail in section 6.4. 

In the analysis of the data from the Graphic Design Studio 2 and Graphic Design Studio 

3 sources, the various themes within ER and SR highlighted the strengthening of the 

GD gaze valued at these levels. The code shift from the first year was driven by a 

greater appreciation of students accessing and using interdisciplinary and industry 

knowledge and being able to apply the design theories and rules at will. Even though 

students were expected to use more propositional knowledge to evaluate, position and 

justify their designs, there was an overall weakening of ER. Students had far greater 

choice from the start to the finish of the design process and they had to apply greater 

sensitivity that considered the logic and integration of the design concept, and their own 

style, process and product to the design solution. This required them to make critical 

judgements informed by their own practice and experience, as well as show the ability 

to position their work within industry and historical contexts.  

Maton indicates that, although shifts may appear to be “fine-grained distinctions, their 

effects are anything but minor” (2014b, p. 174). Firstly, in the study guides the 

progression from the first-year relativist code to a second-year knower code may not 

have been obvious to students or to lecturers. As they were positioned in the domain of 

the real, these codes and underlying structures are not easily accessed without the use 

of theory or abstraction (3.2.1), and a language of description (4.1.6.3), such as the 

ones I have used in this study. It was not easy for me, as someone immersed in the 

literature and theory, to define and identify the codes, therefore for a student to make 

sense of what was being communicated by the study guide and by the assessments 

would be extremely difficult. Secondly, the shift occurred largely as a result of the 

strengthening of the valued gaze, which was based on a number of largely tacit 

elements such as the emphasis in the second and third year on conceptualising rather 

than technical proficiency. Yet this change from what was valued and used in first year 

left students in the second and third year without a set of the rules to follow. In addition, 
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with a diverse student population (p.15), students from very different backgrounds with 

very different experiences and education would only have had the first year to build the 

cultural capital of iconic design and the ability to judge good and bad design. Thirdly, as 

students were presented with more complex problems, more specific contexts, greater 

and greater freedom of choice and less and less guidance, if they did not have 

confidence in their ability to recognise the valued gaze they might struggle to adapt to 

this newly-introduced knower code. Fourthly, the requirements for self-assessment 

stated in the study guide may be seen as a pedagogic technique introduced to facilitate 

building confidence in students so that they could identify, evaluate and challenge the 

gaze. However, as the self-defined criteria were not used in assessment, and, as 

indicated by the focus-group data, students could not necessarily identify good and bad 

design (p.184), this strategy did not seem to be having the desired effect.  

What was significantly clarified for me by the analysis was the alignment between the 

code communicated in the guides and what assessors and moderators predominantly 

valued in Graphic Design Studio 2 and 3. My interpretation of this alignment rests on the 

fact that the study guides indicated to a large extent that a knower code was valued. 

Assessors, even in the first year, valued a knower code (6.3.1), and it was clear that the 

valued gaze was primarily positioned within industry practice and within a problem-

solving and commercial contextual coherence. How this gaze was shared was not the 

subject of the case study, but could be the subject of further investigation. When an 

increase in expertise was expected, there would also be an expectation that, at the 

higher levels of study, a knower code would at least be maintained, but would most 

likely strengthen. 

6.3.3 Web Design: a region in conflict 

All GD students at PISA complete the same first- and second-year modules and then 

select a more specialised stream in third year, either Multimedia or Advertising. Web 

Design (ACWD300) was the module selected as a sample of the Multimedia stream. 

The analysis of the Web Design study guide and formative and summative assessment 

data indicated that a relativist code was valued. Conversely, in one of the summative 
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marking sessions that I observed on the MS campus, a knower code was valued by the 

assessors. This I considered significant, not purely based on the one identified code 

clash, but also because throughout the data I identified an underlying conflict regarding 

what was valued in the module. There were also differences in how certain themes 

were described in Web Design when compared to the Graphic Design Studio modules.  

In all the data generated, technique was a key theme that was consistently valued in all 

of the study guides and assessment conversations analysed. When I compared how 

technique was described in Web Design, it differed from how technique was described 

in the Graphic Design Studio modules. In the Web Design study guide, technique 

covered a number of areas from coding to design, as in the industry Web designers 

often work in teams and complete components of large complex projects. In the excerpt 

below the lecturer, Arthur, used the think-aloud protocol (4.1.5) to explain not only what 

he expected of the coding done by a student, but also the industry logic that this 

expectation was based on. 

Arthur: Right, so in the index what I look for in the index. HTML is, when 
they arranging their elements are they doing it in order. Is it 
something that, if this was taken to another web designer would 
they be able to decode it cause as you know with most clients, they 
have, the person who comes and does the design, but they also 
have their internal web developer who just monitors and fixes the 
website as times goes by. (Audio ACWD300, MS formative, 2014) 

In Web Design, students made use of software products that they had learnt in the first 

and second year. In addition there were many new technical requirements that they had 

to master. When analysing the study guide, I found that it not only contained a 

description of the briefs, but also included large sections on the technical aspects of 

Web Design. This encompassed a brief history of Web Design and the World Wide 

Web, the Web Design process, technical terminology, file formats and standards for 

images and video, the various programming or coding languages, and the layout, which 

addressed creating responsive designs for different browsers and digital devices. This 

inclusion of interdisciplinary knowledge was quite different to the other guides analysed, 

which were primarily focused on defining the requirements for the briefs. I categorised 
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this knowledge in the Web Design guide as falling within ER. The guide indicated that 

“although this module may seem to be more technical in nature than the second-year 

module, you must not forget the design skills and techniques you have been taught” 

(Study guide ACWD300, Bayman, 2012, p. 5). This and other statements signified a 

tension that I identified in the module between the technical demands of Web Design 

and an expectation that students should develop a specialist gaze. I also recognised 

concerns regarding the perception that Web Design could be done by anyone, which 

eroded the valuing of a specialist gaze and specialist knowledge. The drawbacks of an 

emphasis on what the designer can do, rather than what they know and the attributes 

required for a specialist identity, were discussed in section 5.2. As Web Design software 

and online tutorials are freely available and a variety of templates can be used by 

almost anyone to design web pages, designing web sites does not appear, to the lay 

person, to require any specialist knowledge or specialist knower attributes. This 

perception was challenged in the study guide. 

Anyone can create a website, but not everyone is a designer. Since creating 
websites has become so easy, it has become harder to convince clients of 
the value of a well designed website.  
 
Also, tools, such as Dreamweaver, have further aggravated the situation by 
attempting to hide the “hard part” from you. This has only encouraged a lack 
of understanding among users and clients. However, all is not lost. 
 
It is for these reasons that Web designers should be graphic designers first. 
Good design is good design no matter what medium you choose to work in. 
(Study guide ACWD300, Bayman, 2012, p. 4) 

 
The study guide indicated that, although the technical aspects of Web Design were 

becoming more accessible and easier to use, the difference between the amateur and 

professional web designer lay in what the professional designer could offer. I interpreted 

the statement above as indicating that Web Design students would be expected to 

develop a specialised gaze, which they would need in order to recognise and create 

well-designed web sites. Yet I found that there were conflicting messages 

communicated by the study guide, which was dominated by an emphasis on technical 

proficiency, on industry and on interdisciplinary knowledge, and contained little 
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reference to design theory or a gaze. Although the data sometimes suggested that a 

gaze might be valued, the SR themes such as ‘process’, ‘look and feel’, ‘personal and 

professional’ and ‘integrate’ were subordinated to technique.  

Following a specific design process was a characteristic that I identified in the third-year 

Web Design study guide. Students were expected to build web sites for a number of 

‘clients’ and were advised to follow an industry-appropriate design process that was laid 

out in the guide. The student therefore had little freedom of choice when it came to the 

steps or sequencing of the design process. In the focus group, the Web Design lecturer 

indicated that at one point he had given students greater choice over the sequencing of 

process, but that this strategy had been unsuccessful. 

Arthur: Well, what I ended up doing was, there was a bit of a train smash, 
but what I ended up doing was giving general guidelines where I 
say you should have this section done, whether you decided to do 
that part first or this part first. What, at this deadline half way 
through the whole thing we should have this. Everyone should have 
this section done, then we move onto the next thing. (Audio focus 
group, MS, 2015) 

Although the lecturer had moved away from what was prescribed in the study guide, he 

became the one who decided on the sequence, even though the sequence was 

‘customised’ for each student. Students still had little decision-making agency over the 

design process. 

Student behaviour relating to meeting deadlines, attendance, class participation and 

consultation with the lecturer were attributes valued in Web Design. This is illustrated in 

the explanation given by the lecturer where he described his assessment practice and 

what he valued in student behaviour. 

Arthur: But with regards to the exercises, he’s actually been doing, he’s 
been doing the exercises. He will bring, he brings them in late, but 
he actually does them within that week that they are due. Like I 
said, he was actually seeing me during the holidays as well. He was 
here on campus and asking me about how he does certain things 
and he worked hard. (Arthur, Audio ACWD300, MS formative, 
2014) 
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In the excerpt, Arthur indicated the attributes he valued in a student. These included a 

student who consulted with him and took his advice. Considering this and the control 

the lecturer had over sequencing, I interpreted the valued student in Web Design to be 

a supervised learner (Table 8, p.122). This is in contrast to Graphic Design Studio 3, 

where students were encouraged to develop their own style, manage their own design 

process, and evaluate the standard of their own work, indicating the valuing of more 

autonomous and self-reflective learners. 

In contrast to the Graphic Design Studio 3 study guide, I identified in the Web Design 

data that there was no indication that a unique or personal style was valued. In addition, 

there were minimal references in the data to “creative”, “sensitive” or “considered 

design”. Conversely, one lecturer claimed that 

 

Arthur: … we are web, we are designers as it is, we don’t want to present 
something that’s already out there and he’s come up with an 
interesting interactive website. (Arthur, ACWD300, MS formative, 
2014) 

 
This indicated that he valued something unique or creative. In terms of the theme 

‘concept’, the Web Design study guide referred to students developing “a completed, 

well-structured concept that is supported by research you have already completed” 

(Study guide, ACWD300, Bayman, 2012, p. 44). Concept revolved around functionality, 

where I found that the guide and the assessors placed a heavy emphasis on the web 

page and all of its elements working. In the excerpt below the external moderator, David 

a fellow academic, and the lecturer, Tshepo, debated the importance of functionality 

and creativity as required for third-year Web Design.  

David:  Do you agree seeing it now, that the student has not met the Web 
 Design requirements for third year? It has to be, it has to work. 
Tshepo:  Well this is the problem. 
David:  And it has to be creative. (Audio ACWD300, MS summative, 2013) 

 
The inclusion of “creative” as a valued requirement was one of the emphases that 

shifted what was valued in this summative assessment session on the MS campus 

towards a knower code. The valuing of the knower was further strengthened by the 
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assessor’s expectation of the student being able to integrate a number of elements. In 

the discussion below, between the external moderator, David, and the lecturer, Tshepo, 

Tshepo sums up the idea behind integration, which he indicated was a key ability 

expected of GD students on the MS campus. 

 

David: His design is the thing I’m worried about. Now how important is the 
design to the functionality?  

Tshepo: It’s well, we kind of run with the idea that [unintelligible] design is 
holistic and that everything is inclusive. If you are building a 
website, creating a visually attractive website, making it work and 
getting it live is all in the design process. (Audio ACWD300, MS 
summative, 2013) 

I saw the demands of integrating both functionality and the aesthetic as an indication 

that a specialist GD gaze was valued. In order to meet these expectations the student 

would have to be a certain type of knower. 

The code clash in Web Design between the study guide and what was valued on 

campus MS, as well as the various conflicting statements that emerged from the 

analysis of the study guide and the assessors’ conversations, can be considered in 

relation to Bernstein’s concept of regions (5.1.1.1). I saw the Web Design module as a 

new region, which drew heavily on knowledge from both GD and information 

technology. The curriculum was thus pushed and pulled by new trends and 

developments in technology as they evolved. As an accepted or valued gaze would be 

specific to the social and historical context (3.4.1.2), Web Design, as a new region 

currently positioned within GD education, appears to have an evolving gaze. In both the 

study guide and the assessors’ conversations there was reference to a conflict between 

the valuing of industry knowledge, which included technical proficiency, and a more 

holistic approach, which would also value aesthetic and conceptual aspects. There was 

therefore a struggle for power as to who would decide on the accepted Web Design 

gaze, how it might be defined or even if it should be valued. As discussed in Chapter 5 

the knowledge and knower to be recontextualised for use in education may be drawn 

from a variety of sources. Although Web Design is a new region, and may have a 

limited range of new knowledge circulating in the field of production (5.2), aspects 
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concerning aesthetics, functionality and usability have been researched (Alsudani & 

Casey, 2009; David & Glore, 2013). Nonetheless, the sources for describing knowledge 

and the knower in the data generated in this study were primarily the industry, iconic 

web design and other areas of art and design. I propose that, where a gaze was valued, 

it was ‘borrowed’ from GD, especially as the programme at PISA has a more GD-

oriented first and second year. Web Design is yet to establish and acknowledge a 

discipline-specific knowledge and knower of its own. Where a gaze was expected in this 

module, as indicated in the summative assessment data from campus MS, the student 

would have to integrate a number of gazes, some of which have yet to be defined and 

acknowledged by the field.  

What I identified in the data was a conflict between technical proficiency and what I will 

term design proficiency; the latter encompasses the gaze. The possibility of differing 

conceptions of what was valued in Web Design was recognised by a number of the 

lecturers. The underlying structure for Web Design as an ER-, SR- relativist code was 

something that lecturers described, but in different terms. Two lecturers marking the 

second-year Graphic Design Studio 2 module identified that students who intended 

taking the multimedia stream, which included Web Design, did not feel that they needed 

to be designers. I understood the term used in this context to include the valued knower 

gaze. 

Marie: This is not ready for 3rd year.  
June: No, that’s why I keep worrying about. I am stressed.  
Marie: They copping out and why they want to go into multimedia. This is 

the reason because they can’t design. But they think, you know, 
you don't need design to go into Web. (Audio ACGD200, KL 
formative, 2014) 

In the quote above, the lecturers indicate that students were possibly aware of the 

difference between the requirements for the two streams, Graphic Design Studio 3, 

typified as a knower code, and Web Design, where a relativist code was valued. 

Students who were weak in design and had not developed the GD gaze would select 

the multimedia option, as they would not need to acquire the GD gaze in order to be 
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successful. The students’ perception and the dominance of the relativist code was 

also confirmed by members of the focus group.  

Peter: We’ve experienced that here. 
Arthur: Ya it’s true. It’s a misconception that, ’cause they believe that, just 
 because you’re going into multimedia, you’re just going to do technical 

things. 
Peter: Which is silly ‘cause we’re teaching graphic design. (Audio focus group, 
 MS, 2015) 

 
Peter confirmed that multimedia would require a GD gaze of students, although this 

was in conflict with the study guide and with what the majority of the assessors on 

other campuses appeared to value. 

The more dominant relativist code identified in the assessment data could be 

interpreted as the result of a region that has yet to establish, and acknowledge, a body 

of knowledge and the valued knower gaze. In section 4.1.5.4 (p.103), I indicated that, 

in the quantitative survey conducted as part of this study, the GD lecturers valued a 

relativist code. However, this appeared in part to be the result of conflicting opinions 

with regards to the significance of both ER+ and SR+. Possibly the relativist code 

indicated on the majority of the campuses for Web Design was also indicative of a lack 

of consensus.  

In Figure 11 below, I provide a heuristic of the code clashes, matches and shifts as 

identified in the data. Each of the modules analysed in the study is indicated as a 

different shape. These code clashes, matches and shifts have the potential to cause 

observable phenomena, such as poor inter-assessor reliability, even though the 

objects and mechanisms that cause this are in the domain of the real and therefore 

cannot be directly observed.  
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 Graphic Design Studio 1 study guide – relativist code 
 

 Graphic Design Studio 1 formative and summative assessment, 
all campuses – knower code 

 Graphic Design Studio 2 study guide, formative and summative 
assessment, all campuses – knower code 

 Graphic Design Studio 3 study guide, formative and summative 
assessment, all campuses – knower code 

 Web Design study guide, formative and summative assessment 
on the majority of campuses – relativist code 

 Web Design summative assessment MS campus – knower 
code 

 
Figure 11: Specialisation codes for Graphic Design assessment 

 

6.4 Sustainable design and the curriculum 

Oak (2000) proposes that the definition of a successful designer is often unexplored in 

education, and that a definition might align with either an ethical, or a profit-driven 
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orientation. In other words, profits or ethics may provide the contextual coherence of the 

curricula. Sustainable design, as identified in the arena of production and as an industry 

consideration, has the potential to influence the curriculum for a region (5.1) such as 

GD. Locally and internationally, it appears that sustainable design is either peripheral to 

or not addressed in design curricula (Oak, 2000; Moalosi et al., 2010; Boehnert, 2013; 

Hankinson & Breytenbach, 2013; Poslusna & Urbaskova, 2014). This positioning can be 

seen to emerge from a number of factors. Commercial considerations dominate the 

design industry and can dominate for-profit PHE (2.1.1). As a consequence, where 

graduate employability is a measure of success, the design industry would play a 

significant role in dictating the contextual coherence of the curriculum, which might lead 

to a commercial or profit orientation. On the other hand, incorporating sustainable 

design into HE curricula often involves interdisciplinary collaboration and various 

stakeholders, and requires lecturers to have a sound knowledge of sustainability and 

related issues (Y. S. Lee, 2014). It therefore has organisational and practical challenges 

within education. A curriculum that challenges existing traditions, power structures and 

the perceptions of both lecturers and students may not be accommodated in traditional 

design courses (Boehnert, 2013).  

One approach that incorporates sustainable design peripherally in the curriculum at 

PISA was the inclusion of live briefs or competitions that were oriented towards 

sustainable design. For instance, the Sappi Ideas that Matter (Sappi, 2015) competition 

was included as one of the GD briefs in the PISA study guide for Graphic Design Studio 

3. This is an international competition that recognises and supports “designers who use 

their skills and expertise to solve communications problems for a wide range of 

charitable activities” (Sappi, 2015). Nevertheless, as stated earlier, one aspect of 

sustainable design was not identified as a criterion valued in the PISA assessment 

practice (p.124). In the following section, I will discuss my understanding of why this is 

the case, even though it is valued in the field of production and to some extent by 

industry.  
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6.4.1 Not valuing sustainable design 

As mentioned earlier (5.4), I identified sustainable design as a significant trend in the 

design field of production and to some extent in the GD industry. Professional graphic 

designers are expected to consider this aspect and context when conceptualising, 

planning and producing design products. Sustainable design can be seen to meet two 

obligations. The first relates to a professional objective of reducing the negative impact 

of GD on the environment and complying with various legal and industry regulations. 

This approach might be incorporated in the design process when conceptualising 

production methods and selecting production materials. The second obligation of 

sustainable design has a more personal objective, which addresses the ethical and 

moral choices and responsibilities of the individual designer to contribute to changing 

the world for the better. 

I found some mention of the concept of sustainable design in the data, for instance both 

the Graphic Design Studio 1 and 2 study guides included a service-learning brief 

(p.170). In an education context, engaging in the NGO projects had a number of 

benefits. Students learnt to work with actual clients, and they often had to work in 

groups and so were required to interact within a team situation where each student 

could contribute based on their strengths. They also needed to consider social factors 

outside of design and production, and the experience of doing this type of project could 

be transformational for the student (2.2.3.1). Although the objectives of the briefs were 

in part transformational, my analysis of the data indicated that assessors focused 

predominantly on the professional aspects. In this excerpt in a summative marking 

session, the lecturer, Yassin, described what a team of students had done for the 

service-learning brief in which they designed an event for the NGO. 

Yassin: These are some of the elements, I guess promotional elements like t-
shirts, maybe like a key ring and after completing the walk you get like a 
medal with a person. I guess, some rewards of some sort and the 
campaign was based on their print campaign to raise awareness and 
their idea was you know people and you’d ask them are you ok and they 
say yes they’re ok and then next thing you know they commit suicide. 
(Yassin, Audio ACGD300, MS summative, 2014) 
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The service-learning brief was thus seen by the assessor as a vehicle for students to 

conceptualise and plan a campaign which included different industry-relevant products. 

In spite of the significance of sustainable design and the fact that the guide stated that 

students should develop “an understanding of the importance of social responsibility 

and utilising one’s skills to make a sustainable contribution” (Study guide ACGD200 

2013a, p. 42), there was little evidence of this type of knower being assessed.  

Steyn categorises both aspects of sustainable design under SR as “making moral 

judgements” and indicates that design should have a “productive purpose” (2012, p. 

44). I categorised the one identified element of sustainable design, the professional 

obligation such as using materials that do not harm the environment, as ER. My 

reasoning was that this was propositional knowledge that students could acquire by 

reading case studies, technical and legal specifications and similar documents. 

Conversely, the more personal aspect of the transformation of the designer as an 

ethical and moral individual, I categorised as SR. As I only identified the first category, 

or obligation of sustainable design in the data, I have positioned sustainable design 

solely under ER. This ER version of sustainable design was found in the data from the 

study guides, and to some extent in what assessors valued. In summary, I would argue 

that the message communicated to lecturers, students and other stakeholders was that 

the moral and ethical aspects of sustainable design were not assessed and were 

therefore not valued. 

My explanation for this absence is informed by the difficulties of assessing complex 

achievements, assessing the person and two factors that relate to the field of production 

for the region. Firstly, in section 2.2.1 I indicated that the assessment of complex 

achievements is often evidenced in the workplace, or work-simulated environments. 

Although one concept of sustainable design had been incorporated into the study 

guides, the planning of how it would actually be assessed at the formative and 

summative stages remained unstated. Students were required to do a number of 

presentations to the lecturer, peers and even clients at various stages of the brief, and 

at these stages there may have been a form of formative assessment and feedback. As 
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the presentations were not carried through to the marking of the briefs or the portfolios, 

this aspect remained hidden to myself as an observer, to the assessors and to the 

external moderators.  

Secondly, although the students were encouraged in the study guide to reflect on their 

designs and their design process, there was no evidence in the data generated from the 

marking sessions that these reflections were read. In the Graphic Design Studio 3 study 

guide, one of the requirements of the NGO brief was that students should record 

“reflective writings of your personal learning experience with the NGO and throughout 

the project” (Study guide ACGD300, Linde, 2012, p. 28). Previously, I discussed the 

challenges of involving GD students in written reflection (2.2.3.2). Although the written 

reflection may have been read by the lecturer, it appeared to have fallen away and was 

not considered at the formative and summative assessment stages. Thirdly, as 

indicated in section 2.2.3.1, there are a number of ethical concerns in HE with 

assessing the transformation of the student. Assessors may have been hesitant to 

assess the student and their transformation based on ethical and moral concerns. By 

including value judgements of the student as an ethical and moral individual implies that 

these judgements would align with someone’s predefined criteria and standards and 

that these standards might be swayed by “ideological and political positions” (Akama, 

2012). I suspect that assessors were not comfortable with making value judgements 

that called on them to take personal and ideological stances. Akama (2012) offers a 

middle ground when addressing human-centred design, where she proposes the 

cultivation of awareness through reflection becomes part of the designer’s life and 

interaction with others. 

True, long-term sustainable change towards building and creating an ethical 
practice cannot come from being told what to design or choosing the ‘right’ 
values to adopt. Neither does it come from simply undertaking community-
based projects, taking up a social cause or deploying participatory methods. 
…. It requires active creation and the practising of practice that is truly 
human-centred and aware – aware of oneself, of others and the world we live 
in. (Akama, 2012) 



 
213 

 

As sustainable design is valued in the field of production, there may have been an 

oversight or a lag between the industry-based and published research (5.4.1) and what 

was valued in the institution. The values related to sustainable design which are 

currently valued in the field of production may not have fed through into the curriculum 

and assessment practice. I propose that four factors may lead to this. Firstly, 

sustainable design might not have been part of the lecturer’s GD education or practice, 

making it difficult for them to incorporate it into the curriculum and assessment. 

Secondly, with a little emphasis on or support of research in PHE, lecturers were 

possibly not encouraged to stay up to date with the new knowledge generated in the 

field of production. Thirdly, there was a strong focus on industry relevance and 

employability within the institution, therefore the industry interpretation of sustainable 

design dominated, especially as industry standards and criteria were found to be 

significant in the analysis of the data. Therefore, the contextual coherence reflected in 

the field of production could cause conflict between a problem-solving, commercial 

orientation and the more altruistic requirements of sustainable design. Fourthly, Y.S. 

Lee (2014) points out that there are many practical difficulties experienced when trying 

to incorporate sustainable or socially-responsible design concepts and approaches into 

a design curriculum. For instance, students might have to be taught reflection 

techniques and be open to assessors reading these documents.  

6.5 Conclusion 

Based on the data generated utilising the research methods described in Chapter 4, this 

chapter documents key elements of the analysis and highlights the findings in terms of 

knowledge-knower structures. This was achieved through firstly presenting the context 

in relation to the theoretical framework. Here the contextual elements as identified in the 

data were considered as structures and cultures that influenced the GD assessment 

practice of this case study. The majority of the contextual elements were found to play a 

role in GD assessment, but these were secondary or contingent to the underlying 

knowledge-knower structures that communicated what was valued in GD at each stage 

of assessment. 
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In the second section I presented the significant code clashes, matches and shifts 

identified in these specialist knowledge-knower structures in each form of assessment 

communication. In summary, these findings may indicate that: 

 Where code matches or alignment occurred, it was generally because the study 

guide and the assessors valued a knower code and a knower with an industry-

relevant gaze (p.198). This seemed to be the norm that most assessors and 

course designers agreed on, with the exception of the Graphic Design Studio 1 

study guide and Web Design in most instances. 

 The code clash identified in the first-year module Graphic Design Studio 1 (6.3.1) 

between the study guide and what assessors valued had potentially significant 

consequences for students and for lecturers in the multi-campus context. With 

this clash came mixed communication to the student, who might be guided by the 

relativist code explicitly stated in the study guide, but whose work was assessed 

using a knower structure.  

 The code shift recognised as a strengthening of the GD specialist gaze (6.3.2) 

between Graphic Design Studio 1, Graphic Design Studio 2 and Graphic Design 

Studio 3 was more explicitly stated in the study guides. Nevertheless, what was 

valued in the progressive strengthening of the gaze were many tacit elements, 

therefore students could be surprised by the shift from first to second year and 

then from second to third year. Being able to recognise this code shift relied on 

students possessing the valued GD gaze, which may or may not have been the 

case after one year of study. Students and certain assessors may have felt lost 

without explicit rules to follow in order to meet the valued assessment 

requirements of Graphic Design Studio 1 and 2. 

 The Web Design (6.3.3) module illustrated the phenomenon of a new region 

where the specialised knowledge and knower are part of an ongoing conflict and 

negotiation as illustrated in the study guide and in the assessors’ conversations. 

The evolving nature of the region and its reliance on technology opened up what 

was valued in assessment to disagreement and dispute, or code clashes, as 
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there was no established disciplinary knowledge or gaze that could be 

consistently communicated.  

 Finally, sustainable design (6.4), which was a relatively new phenomenon in GD, 

was an area that was only partially incorporated into the curriculum and only one 

aspect was considered in assessment.  

In this chapter, I describe the results of the application of the language of description 

and the analysis of the data. This enabled me to use examples from the qualitative data 

to illustrate how the knowledge-knower structures were communicated in the 

assessment practice. The resulting knowledge-knower structures for the various 

modules and at different stages of assessment were thus established. In this way the 

various codes clashes, matches and shifts were uncovered, and I discussed some of 

the possible implications of these structures within the context of the study.  

The potential broader significance of the code clashes, matches and shifts will be 

discussed in Chapter 7, where I synthesise the findings in relation to the research 

question, the sub-questions and the broader structures and discourses.  
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Chapter 7 Reflection on the findings and their implications 

The aim of this chapter is to describe how the analysis and findings presented in 

Chapter 6 add to the broader areas of knowledge production. Firstly, I address the 

development of theory and the contribution of this study to the established knowledge 

structuring and knowledge-knower structuring theories. Secondly, I establish how the 

findings of this study have answered the research questions that I posed in Chapter 1. 

Thirdly, I reflect on the potential impact that a knower code, such as the one valued in 

GD assessment, and the code matches, clashes and shifts might have: for students, the 

institution, assessors, the broader field of design education and assessment, as well as 

for myself as Dean and researcher. In sections 7.4 and 7.5, I outline the limitations of 

the study and the possibilities for further research. 

7.1 The development of theory 

As established in sections 3.1 and 4.1, critical realism as a metatheory informed this 

study, while knowledge and knowledge-knower theories (3.4) provided the conceptual 

framework and analytic tools. The knowledge theories were essential to uncovering how 

the field of GD defined the valued knowledge and knower, and ultimately how the 

varying strengths of knowledge and knower defined the underlying structures or 

specialisation codes used in the assessment practice. As assessment is a social 

practice, the theories that I selected could not exclusively focus on knowledge (5.2); 

they also needed to take into account the knower. In addition, the unique nature of the 

GD field (5.2) and practice (5.2.2) and the range and types of knowledges used needed 

to be accommodated. As a number of previous studies had investigated elements of the 

knowledge valued in school-level art (Bolton, 2008), the knowledge-knower structures 

found in different forms of design (Carvalho & Dong, 2010; Carvalho, 2010; Dong et al., 

2014), GD curricula design (Clarence-Fincham & Naidoo, 2013), and the knowledge-

knower structures found in a foundation design programme (Steyn, 2012; Shay & Steyn, 

2016), I was fortunate that the use of Bernstein’s theories and LCT(Specialisation) had 

been well established.  
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However, in this study I chose to focus on assessment and what was valued at the 

various stages of assessment. Given the nature of GD assessment, my adoption of the 

critical realist metatheory and the conceptual tool of LCT(Specialisation) was somewhat 

unusual when compared to existing interpretivist or constructivist accounts (Hickman, 

2008). The decision to use LCT(Specialisation) provided an alternate view or 

perspective (3.2.1.1), allowing me to uncover and identify the underlying mechanisms 

that might contribute to the phenomenon of GD assessment. The use of theory as a 

form of abstraction opened up the phenomenon of assessment to a greater extent than I 

had initially envisaged. It not only proved effective in enabling me to identify what was 

explicitly stated and tacitly used in assessment, but I could also identify gaps, code 

clashes, matches and shifts. The approach proved to be effective in building a holistic 

picture of the valued codes at the different stages of assessment. This study therefore 

further develops the use of LCT(Specialisation) in a practice that differs from academic 

disciplines and some professions with greater conceptual coherence, such as science 

or medicine33. In addition, I separated out assessment as part of the field of 

reproduction, rather than curriculum design or teaching, which have been more 

commonly addressed using Specialisation and other legitimation codes such as 

Semantics. This illustrates the adaptability of Specialisation to uncover underlying 

structures for different fields and at different stages of the pedagogic device (p.71). 

7.2 Addressing the research questions 

What underlying knowledge-knower structures are revealed by the 
assessment criteria used when judging graphic design practical work within a 
multi-campus private higher education context?  

The findings in Chapter 6 to a large extent answered my research question stated 

above. In identifying the codes presented in Table 11 (p.177) I not only established what 

would be considered valued GD knowledge and knower, but also identified that the 

valued code sometimes strengthened, clashed or shifted (p.208). This could occur 

between what was valued at the formative and summative assessment stages, or 

between different levels of the qualification (6.3). These could be extensive changes, 

                                            
33 See Muller (2008a) on using conceptual coherence and contextual coherence as concepts for 
curriculum design. 
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illustrated by code clashes, or more subtle changes, as seen in the code shifts. In the 

following sections I will highlight the code clashes, matches and shifts identified and 

interpret these in light of their potential significance. In answer to the following sub-

question: 

 How does the discipline of graphic design describe knowledge and the knower?  

I used the field of production to establish that the valued GD knowledge and knower 

could be identified in a number of areas and might take different knowledge forms. The 

field of production (5.2) described these two concepts in various ways and indicated that 

knowledge and knower might be drawn from different areas such as industry and design 

practice to establish legitimation. I also established an external language of description 

(4.1.6.1) from the assessment data, which allowed for the analysis presented in Chapter 

6. This analysis offered slightly different descriptions of the valued GD knowledge and 

knower, allowing me to identify where the two fields aligned and where they did not. 

At PISA the curriculum and assessment criteria were circulated to all campuses, with 

the aim that they be used by students, lecturers and external moderators. For the 

lecturers and students on the various campuses, the study guides were the source of 

the contextual coherence of the course as well as the explicitly-espoused, institutionally-

valued outcomes and criteria for individual modules. Each guide demonstrated a 

particular code, although the code, which was positioned in the domain of the real 

(p.59), would not be open and accessible to all. In addition to the analysis of the 

espoused codes in the study guide texts and marking sessions, the process of 

considering the data generated in this study according to the LCT(Specialisation) 

conceptual tool allowed me to identify both the explicit and tacit criteria used in 

assessment, which links to answering the following sub questions:  

 What knowledge-knower structures are espoused in the evaluative criteria as 

they appear in the institutional documents? 

 What knowledge-knower structures are used as explicit evaluative criteria by 

individual assessors at the formative and summative assessment stages? 
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 What knowledge-knower structures are used as tacit evaluative criteria by 

individual assessors at the formative and summative assessment stages? 

Ultimately the resulting codes and the code clashes, matches and shifts provided an in-

depth and rich description of the practice and what was valued and used during 

assessment. In the following section I look at what these findings may mean. 

7.2.1 Knower codes 

When seen in light of other findings (Carvalho, 2010; Steyn, 2012; Clarence-Fincham & 

Naidoo, 2013), the knower code identified in many of the modules that I analysed 

(p.177), may be considered indicative of the GD field. With the knower code 

predominantly valued in assessment, not only is this type of code difficult to define 

(p.121), but it is also difficult to communicate explicitly. The knower code identified in 

this study was characterised by a largely tacit gaze and a number of personal and 

professional attributes that were valued by assessors. As illustrated in the findings, the 

GD gaze incorporated aesthetics, conceptualising, the design process, and the ability to 

integrate all of the design elements in an effective manner (p.124). When a knower 

code is valued in assessment, it comes with the expectation that the student would 

acquire the valued specialist gaze and attributes through education and exposure to 

other knowers, even though the valued gaze in a knower code may not always be made 

explicit. This puts the assessment practice at odds with an OBE approach that values 

pre-determined or even policy directed non-discipline specific assessment criterion. 

7.2.1.1 Impact on students 

The benefits of transparency in assessment have been well established by others 

(Rowe, 2007; O’Donovan et al., 2008; Smith, 2013). That GD education needs to do a 

better job of making what is valued more transparent for the various stakeholders is 

difficult to dispute. Without transparency students may struggle to gain access to the 

‘rules of the game’ and as a result epistemic access is at risk (6.3.1). So too is 

progression, as recognising the subtle tacit changes in how achievement is assessed is 

essential for students to understand what is required of them to succeed. The 

strengthening of the valued gaze, as identified between the various levels of the 
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Graphic Design Studio modules (6.3.2), is deeply hidden, thus the expectation of 

students to be able to distinguish between good and bad design (p.199) in order to 

produce good designs and to contribute to the field would be impacted. If students do 

not recognise the valued knower and knowledge, their chances of engaging with this 

knowledge is vastly reduced (Wheelahan, 2007, 2010).  

Students who do not possess the valued gaze would have difficulty influencing or 

challenging the valued code established by the module designers and used by the 

lecturers and assessors. In addition, where design aspires to new and novel solutions 

and therefore each student may arrive at a different solution, students may be expected 

to define and defend their own outcomes and criteria (p.197). Without possession of the 

valued knowledge and gaze, students had little or no chance of giving input on these 

aspects. If the student is to be seen as an individual with a measure of influence on the 

curriculum and assessment, then, as Belluigi (2015) points out, the structures and 

cultures of the curriculum and institution would have to accommodate the student’s 

intentionality. This did not happen in the assessment of senior student work as 

observed in this study (p.198), as assessors paid little attention to students’ individual 

reflections on their objectives, outcomes, process and progression. With the increasing 

pressure in HE on staff and assessors to assess larger numbers of students quickly and 

efficiently, this type of individualised assessment may be even less likely to happen in 

the future. By implication, as class sizes grow there will be ever-increasing pressure on 

delivering an efficient and cost-effective assessment practice. An assessment practice 

that includes the assessment and valuing of the knower may require panel marking, and 

expert opinion, and could allow for a certain amount of student agency in defining 

outcomes and criteria. It might at least include the students’ reflections and self-

assessment. In the current pressurised HE environment, this alternative type of 

assessment would be at risk. 
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7.2.1.2 The institution and assessors 

I described in section 2.2 not only the unusual characteristics of GD assessment, but 

also how this form of assessment was positioned within the broader HE and institutional 

multi-site structure (2.1). This addressed the first sub-question:  

 What characterises graphic design assessment? 

In response to the contextual changes of PHE (2.1), and the external (2.1.3) and 

internal pressures (2.1.2), came an emphasis at PISA on providing access to diverse 

and large numbers of students; establishing, maintaining and monitoring assessment 

standards; the scrutiny of quality and compliance; and the expectation of student 

success. As I indicated previously, success was often couched in terms of pass and 

throughput rates (p.24), as well as graduate employability (p.134). Within a for-profit 

institution such as PISA success would also be measured by profitability. The 

institutional values were thus informed by ideologies of employability, managerialism, 

performance, quality assurance, compliance and education as a commercial 

commodity. These were the components of the power structures within which the GD 

curricula at PISA were designed, study guides were written and the assessment 

practice functioned. The impact of these structures could be seen in the institutional 

culture in which the curricula were centrally designed to be disseminated to multiple 

campuses. In addition, the institutional assessment approach, which aligned with 

national requirements, seemed to be that explicit learning outcomes could be efficiently 

measured against predefined criteria, and this would ensure the same standards and 

inter-assessor reliability on all campuses. Conversely, these perceptions have been 

challenged by others (Wallace et al., 2008; Mahmud et al., 2010) and by the findings of 

this study. 

The structure adopted and expectations indicated above suggest that there was an 

implicit understanding at PISA that all lecturers would be able to read the study guides, 

outcomes and criteria, understand what was valued, and follow this HEQSF approach in 

assessment. This approach does not take into account the messy complexity of the 

field, or the varying identities of the assessors or their agency. Herein lies a potential 
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power struggle over the Specialisation codes valued. One possible result is that the 

documents that align with HEQSF requirements are followed blindly at the expense of 

the logic (p.68) or code of the discipline. However, in this study assessors largely 

ignored the espoused institutional outcomes and criteria during marking and moderation 

(p.164). In the case of the Graphic Design Studio 1 code clash (6.3.1), the power of the 

study guides to define the valued code was unrealised. Power to decide on the valued 

knowledge and knower rested with the assessors, opening up their value judgements to 

dispute and placing the onus on the assessor and, in problematic cases, on myself as 

Dean, to substantiate the judgements made.  

GD is a complex field which encourages the solving of wicked problems (2.2); it 

therefore requires an assessment practice that accommodates this complexity as well 

as the valued knower code. A knower code may demand different forms of assessment 

than disciplines which value knowledge or elite codes. The assessment process of 

panel marking ideally allows for a group of connoisseurs to assess person, process and 

product (2.2.3) in authentic contexts. This approach can be seen to be labour intensive 

and expensive. Where the institution and objectives of efficiency and profit impact on 

lecturers’ participation in panel marking (p.165), the lecturers’ potential to influence the 

assessment practice could be constrained (p.108). In other words, the potential of the 

panel marking system, in which lecturers and assessors discuss, negotiate and share 

the valued codes within the institution, or with other assessors and moderators, would 

remain unrealised. This, as well as the fact that campuses were geographically 

separated, could significantly reduce the opportunities to build a stable assessment 

community where valued outcomes, criteria and standards could be constructed, 

negotiated and agreed on; one of the strategies that Shay (2008b) proposes for 

improving criterion-referenced assessment. As knower codes and complex 

achievements are not unique to GD, aligning assessment approaches such as panel 

marking with calls for efficiency remains a challenge faced in design and other areas. 

7.2.1.3 Contesting code clashes 

Code clashes were identified in two modules. The first clash identified was between the 

study guide for Graphic Design Studio 1, a relativist code, and what the assessors 
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valued and used to evaluate student work for this module, a knower code (6.3.1). The 

second was in Web Design, where a knower code was valued on one campus at the 

summative assessment stage, whereas a relativist code was identified at all other 

stages (6.3.3). These code clashes have implications for the assessment practice, for 

students and for assessors. 

With a reliance on and institutional belief in documents to clearly state the expectations 

and rules of achievement, students, parents and assessors may be confused when an 

alternate code is used in assessment. The potential for confusion and contestation was 

clearly evidenced in the Graphic Design 1 module (6.3.1), where the relativist code 

stated in the study guide was not the code valued and used by the assessors. The 

power of the study guide written by the coordinating campus course designers was not 

acknowledged by the assessors, who disregarded the espoused relativist code and 

used a knower code during assessment. Seen in light of these findings, a code clash 

may result in marks shifting at the different stages of assessment, and when assessors 

are called on to substantiate these variances they might have difficulty in making the 

primarily tacit gaze of the specialist knower explicit to stakeholders. One of the results of 

such clashes could be the challenging of expert opinion. A case such as this is 

described earlier (p.3), and I had experienced such challenges as an educator, and as 

Dean. Identifying the knowledge-knower structures used in education could therefore be 

a useful tool when evaluating the alignment of learning outcomes, teaching and 

assessment, rather than focusing only on content. 

7.2.1.4 Shifts and subtle changes 

The subtle shifts in strength identified in my findings, such as the increased strength of 

the gaze in the Graphic Design Studio modules (6.3.2), were based on a number of 

elements that were seldom explicitly stated in the study guides or in the assessors’ 

conversations. They tended to be caused by a combination of a strengthening of SR 

(p.195) and a weakening of ER (p.190). SR strengthened as students were given more 

and more freedom to define problems and make decisions. In part, these decisions 

relied on their understanding of industry knowledge, as well as an understanding of the 

history of design or iconic design. These two elements, the gaze and the knowledge 
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needed to make design decisions, were not easily separated, as the knowledge became 

embedded in the practice. Iconic design is not something that remains static; it changes 

with time and influence. In a region such as GD, the contextual coherence of the 

programme will evolve and change over time and with the influence of technology. The 

valued knowledge and the valued gaze may therefore be contested, dynamic and 

shifting. This was evidenced in the absence of sustainable design (6.4) and an 

allegiance in assessment to a commercial contextual coherence (p.200). It also 

emerged from the analysis of Web Design (6.3.3), where I identified that the valued 

gaze was still evolving and the focus of debate. Within knower codes, what is valued 

may change and be disputed within the broader design community and within assessor 

communities, placing pressure on assessors to keep up to date with the various areas 

of knowledge production (5.2). The exchange of information regarding the latest trends 

in the industry and technology was, for instance, a significant benefit of the panel 

marking system. It was one way in which assessors could keep up with these changes 

and possibly identify a clash between the contextual coherence of the course and what 

was valued in industry. 

7.2.1.5 Matches 

Some participants proposed that assessors shared a common educational and industry 

experience which might explain the quite commonly shared knower code that assessors 

valued. Although PISA encouraged the employment of lecturers/assessors and 

moderators with industry experience (p.168), a certain level of academic experience 

was a prerequisite. The concept of a hegemonic community of practice however, with a 

shared understanding based on engagement in the same practice, similar aims and 

common experience is challenged in this study (p.168) and has been challenged by 

others (2.2.4). The disputes to this claim revolve around how tacit knowledge might be 

shared and understood in these communities, whether a shared understanding remains 

context dependent and local, and how the different identities of the participants shift 

within communities. For instance, as GD is a horizontal discourse, various languages 

may be valued by different assessors from different backgrounds. In addition, as 

illustrated in the survey findings (4.1.5.4), lecturers may have a wide range of education 
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and industry experience. The push and pull of these influences may result in the valued 

knowledge-knower structures shifting, especially in the newer regions such as Web 

Design (6.3.3). Certainly what was valued in the field of production, in which I included 

industry and a professional identity as sources of new knowledge (5.1), did not always 

feed through to the study guides and what was valued and used during assessment. 

Although many assessors were, or had been design practitioners, to my knowledge only 

a few were actively involved in the field of production, that is, producing new knowledge 

through practice-based and other forms of research. This might have made staying up 

to date with this area of the field of production (5.2.2) difficult. Matches, although based 

on a common valuing of a knower code, may be temporary, as new course designers, 

assessors, knowledge, new professional identities, new technology and new 

orientations of the contextual coherence are introduced, potentially changing the code. 

7.3 Implications and possible transformation of practice 

These findings have implications for the theories used, the institution, lecturers and 

assessors at PISA, the broader practice of GD education, art and design assessment, 

and the assessment of complex achievements, as well as for myself as Dean, educator 

and researcher. 

As discussed previously, the use of knowledge theories to make the different forms of 

knowledge and even implicit and tacit knowledge more visible has been established 

(Bolton, 2008; Carvalho, 2010; Steyn, 2012; Shay & Steyn, 2016). While others (Bolton, 

2008; Steyn, 2012; Clarence-Fincham & Naidoo, 2013) have applied the theories to 

curriculum development and to pedagogy, my study contributes to the development and 

use of LCT(Specialisation) at the critical stage of assessment. The study therefore 

illustrates the versatility of the conceptual tool to provide a fine-grained exploration of a 

field characterised by tacit understandings and the invisible or opaque outcomes and 

criteria valued. My study therefore contributes to the existing body of knowledge 

wherein the use of knowledge theories, LCT(Specialisation) in particular, is established.  

I have outlined (7.2) the impact of the code clashes and shifts described in the findings 

as a potential influence on student success, progression and assessor reliability. The 
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findings therefore have significance for the institution, assessors and students. By using 

knowledge theories, the structure of what is valued by assessors can be made more 

visible and possibly translated for stakeholders, including those designing the 

curriculum, those who teach and award marks, and those who study GD. In Carvalho’s 

(2010) study, she indicates that using knowledge-knower theories allows one to move 

away from discussions of content, to a discussion of the structures valued in the 

discipline. To this end, the members check that I had conducted and the feedback 

sessions planned could assist with informing lecturers on the various campuses of the 

underlying structures and providing the group with a grammar with which to 

communicate these. With the knowledge-knower structures as a basis for discussion, 

increased collaboration and sharing between lecturers, course designers and assessors 

may more effectively facilitate shared understandings. This would not guarantee 

assessor reliability, but could prove a good starting point for a common understanding 

across all campuses. This understanding and transparency might ultimately also benefit 

students in making it clearer what is expected of them and how they will be evaluated. 

More broadly, as LCT(Specialisation) has been used to uncover knowledge-knower 

structures in a number of fields, there is a potential for comparison not only between 

different fields of design, but also between different practice-based fields and the more 

conceptually coherent disciplines and professions. Ultimately this study adds to a body 

of knowledge that might inform HE policies on how to accommodate disciplines with a 

range of codes. 

In contrast to Steyn’s findings that “recontextualised design knowledge bears a close 

resemblance to design knowledge in the field of production” (2012, p. iii), I found that 

the knowledge and knower valued in the field of production were not necessarily valued 

in assessment. Although many characteristics were similar, the key differences were 

those of sustainable design and the valuing of the knower as an ethical and moral 

practitioner, as the later characteristic was not valued in assessment. This leads to 

recognising that the contextual coherence of GD may be shifting, and acknowledging 

the potential impact that such a shift might have on course design and assessment, not 

only at PISA, but also within the broader design education community. Others have 
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indicated the challenges to incorporating sustainable design into the curriculum and 

assessing sustainable design as an element of good design (Joubert & Economou, 

2009; Moalosi et al., 2010; Y. S. Lee, 2014). The integration of sustainable design and 

projects that facilitate the development of moral and ethical practitioners, and how this 

might be assessed, is an area that requires attention and has potential for further 

investigation. 

The implications of the separation of theory from practice in the GD curriculum and in 

assessment results in a downplaying of the powerful theoretical knowledge and its role 

in practice. This has to some extent already been addressed at PISA, where the course 

designers are in the process of creating a more integrated curriculum. A group of 

lecturers are designing the curriculum, rather than individuals designing modules, and I 

act as adviser. The designers work in a group in order to exchange ideas and to ensure 

that all aspects of the course are constructed in a cohesive way, and therefore not 

undervaluing one type of knowledge or another. Based on this study, aspects such as 

sustainable design, reflection and the valuing and acquiring of a GD gaze receive 

attention. In this process, attention would need to be given to the role that theory plays 

and how to build a GD gaze in the first year of study. Steyn (2012) points out the 

significance of scaffolding design knowledge and the gaze, and therefore the existing 

study guide for the Graphic Design Studio 1 module, with its relativist code, may not 

adequately prepare students for the knower gaze valued at higher levels. With an 

integrated curriculum, the building of the knower and the related gaze may be achieved 

in a more deliberate manner with the objective of not disadvantaging students who do 

not already possess such a gaze.  

In the findings, I identified that students at the second- and third-year levels were 

expected to arrive at different solutions for authentic, complex and ill-defined problems 

similar to those identified by Shay and Steyn (2016). Once they had defined the 

problem, the solution became context specific and the solutions could vary greatly. The 

design solution and the design itself were informed by the students’ knowledge, 

experience and gaze. Students were expected to be able to transfer and apply the gaze 

to different contexts, an essential attribute required to solve complex or wicked 
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problems. This substantiates Steyn’s (2012) findings using Semantics, where the 

strengthening of the gaze was seen as a form of knowledge building within hierarchical 

knower structures. Other fields of design might consider the use of theory and these 

findings in order to scrutinise their own practices, according to how the specialist 

knowledge-knower is defined and how new knowledge might be built and transferred to 

different contexts.  

As more and more HE institutions (Wilkins & Huisman, 2012), including PISA, look at 

expanding through setting up multiple campuses, the multi-site phenomenon brings the 

assessment practices in such environments under scrutiny. This has particular 

significance for fields that assess complex achievements. My initial impulse, as Dean, to 

find a solution for inter-assessor reliability in a multi-site context has not been achieved 

in this study. The findings, however, can inform a number of changes that could be 

considered, such as the increased use of exemplars of the valued gaze with 

accompanying critique, thereby establishing standards for visual work; the explicit 

linking of theory and how it can be used and assessed in practice, collaboration and the 

sharing of outcomes, criteria and standards; and using disciplinary defined knowledge-

knower structures as the basis for these conversations. In addition, the matching of 

appropriate assessment practices with the knowledge-knower structure becomes 

significant. 

A critical realist approach ultimately aims to transform practice (p.59), and although this 

study does not offer an implementation plan for future transformation, it can provide the 

starting point and a language that will aid the transformation of practice. Once again, 

this could be applied at PISA, or by others involved in curriculum design and 

assessment in other fields and at other institutions.  

On a personal level, this study and the findings have enabled me to gain a deeper 

understanding of the assessment of complex achievements, and how the knowledge-

knower structures of GD are realised in assessment. In critical realist terms, my study 

has produced a better understanding of why GD assessment is what it is. As indicated 

in Chapter 2, I embarked on this project with an understanding of assessment that was 



 
229 

 

informed by a positivist paradigm. As Dean, I sought to find more effective ways for GD 

assessment to deliver what was expected by the Institution, that is, assessment that 

was fair, reliable, valid, transparent and consistent across all campuses. I was 

reassured by the critical realist approach that I chose, where the aim was to arrive at a 

plausible explanation for a phenomenon. With critical realism as a metatheory came a 

valuing of empirical data, and a way to accommodate elements of positivist and 

interpretivist understandings with the depth ontology and an acceptance that the 

understandings created would be socially and historically situated. My previous 

research in photography had been largely technical, whereas this study demanded 

richness and nuance in order to accommodate a field such as GD education, its various 

forms of knowledge and an assessment practice that was peopled. I had to pull myself 

away from viewing the data represented in quantitative terms and return to the 

qualitative, messy and rich nature of the enacted assessment practice. Using a critical 

realist approach, and the appropriate theories and methodologies, coupled with my 

reflections and interpretation of the data, I aimed to arrive at the best explanation of the 

practice of GD assessment.  

I have not arrived at an answer or a ‘fix’ to inter-assessor reliability on multiple 

campuses, as my understanding has in part revealed the improbability of an agreed on 

right or wrong mark for a piece of student work. However, as Dean called in to advise 

on curriculum design, I feel that, based on this study and the findings, I can better guide 

those designing curricula and GD assessments.  

Cultural change in assessment cannot be left to overburdened individual 
academics. It requires sustained leadership that is founded upon well-
developed policies and practices, in which values, purposes and directions 
are clearly articulated and shared. (Morgan, 2011, p. 228) 

As a researcher going through this journey, my understanding of research has been 

expanded, enhanced and strengthened, including my understanding of research 

methods, analysis and linking theory to data. In addition, as someone in a position to 

lobby for alternate ways to conduct research in the creative arts and design, being able 

to understand and substantiate the value of practice-based research in the broader 
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research context will be invaluable. This benefit could extend beyond myself, the 

institution and students into how creative art and design research is acknowledged in 

South Africa. 

7.4 Limitations 

The aim of this study was to provide a better understanding of the underlying structures 

that inform GD assessment and create the phenomenon of GD assessment. In keeping 

with a case study approach, there was no aim to generalisability but, as indicated in the 

section above, the findings are potentially transferable to other practices, contexts and 

disciplines.  

 

There are always a myriad choices to be made by a researcher in a research project, 

but I have attempted throughout this study to substantiate my choices and to supply a 

logic and coherence to the thinking and methods used. The focus was on assessment 

and on the valued disciplinary knowledge and knower at the stage of assessment, 

which is part of the field of recontextualisation. Teaching and what occurs in the design 

studio, for instance feedback, was not addressed. Studies in these areas could provide 

a different view of the knowledge-knower structures that are communicated to students.  

 

Other than the analysis of the quantitative survey data, the analysis of the assessment 

data was very much reliant on my interpretation as guided by my understanding of the 

theories used and based on previous examples provided (Steyn, 2012; R. T.-H. Chen & 

Maton, 2016; Dong et al., 2014). I acknowledge that this is a socially-situated 

interpretation, based on my application of the theories to the data.  

7.5 Possibilities for further research 

Based on the findings and approaches used in this study, many areas open up to 

further research; some have already been mentioned (p.200). The following are 

additional areas that have the potential for investigation. 

The use of knowledge theories as an approach to analysis and interpretation could 

equally be applied to my own field of photography or to other disciplines in different 
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contexts. The study enabled me to ‘see’ the field of GD as knowledge-knower structures 

and codes and how these might impact other structures, and even individuals, such as 

students. Given the diverse student population in South Africa and at PISA, students, 

their experiences and their understandings of the valued knowledge-knower structure 

would also provide valuable insight into assessment in terms of communication, 

achievement, progression, understanding and epistemic access. The influence of 

industry has been touched on in this study (5.2.1), but an analysis of the codes valued 

in the industry might also prove to be insightful and, when seen in conjunction with 

curriculum and assessment codes, this type of analysis could contribute to curriculum 

design and assessment, especially when considered in relation to an emphasis on 

employability. 

A number of additional LCT dimensions have been developed, such as Semantics, 

which focuses on knowledge building; these could be used to re-interpret the existing 

data generated for this study in order to provide additional nuances of the assessment 

practice. 

7.6 Conclusion 

In this study I have established an understanding of the assessment practice of GD as 

seen through the lens of LCT(Specialisation). This approach has enabled me to 

accommodate the diverse types and sources of knowledge and knower that make the 

assessment practice in a visual, practice-based field what it is. Providing an 

understanding of the specialisation codes, based on institutional documents and the 

observation of individual assessors’ practice, highlights the potential for diverse and 

changing perspectives in this field when it comes to the assessment of student practical 

work. This was illustrated in the code clashes, matches and shifts. Creating this picture 

of knowledge-knower structures provided a basis for further analysis and greater insight 

into the field of GD and the logic of its unique assessment characteristics.  

Holistically, this study provides a nuanced interpretation of an assessment practice that 

is rich in social complexity, as contrasted with national and institutional structures that 

have very different characteristics and objectives. By defining GD assessment practice 
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using an established, robust and nuanced conceptual language, this study contributes 

to validating this form of assessment practice, as well as acknowledging that, in valuing 

a specialist knower in assessment, there is always the potential for conflict and 

challenge of the valued gaze. 
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Appendix B PISA marking rubric 
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Appendix C Table of all recorded data 

Source of data Form and modules Purpose Duration 

Pilot observation of 
external moderation 
Campus MS 
(summative session) 

Video and audio 
recording of assessment 
ACGD100, ACGD200 
and ACWD300 

Identify the knowledge-
knower structure valued 
by external moderators  

148 
minutes 

Pilot interview with two 
external moderators 
Campus MS 

Audio recording Not used in the analysis 34 and 27 
minutes 

Pilot interview with two 
external moderators 
Campus KL 

Audio recording Not used in the analysis 26 minutes 

Observation of external 
moderation Campus MS 
(summative session) 

Video and audio 
recording of assessment 
ACGD300 

Identify the knowledge-
knower structure valued 
by external moderators 

36 minutes 

Observation of mid year 
external moderation 
Campus KL (formative 
session) 

Video and audio 
recording of assessment 
ACGD300 and 
ACWD300 

Identify the knowledge-
knower structure valued 
by external moderators  

76 minutes 

Observation of external 
moderation Campus SR 
(summative session) 

Video and audio 
recording of assessment 
ACGD100, ACGD300 
and ACWD300 

Identify the knowledge-
knower structure valued 
by external moderators 

180 
minutes 

Observation of internal 
formative marking 
Campus MS 

Video and audio 
recording of ACGD100 

Identify the knowledge-
knower structure valued 
by internal assessors at 
formative stage  

77 minutes 

Observation of internal 
formative marking 
Campus MS 

Video and audio 
recording of ACGD200 
and ACWD300 

Identify the knowledge-
knower structure valued 
by internal assessors at 
formative stage  

128 
minutes 

Observation of internal 
formative marking 
Campus KL 

Video and audio 
recording of ACGD200 
and ACG300 

Identify the knowledge-
knower structure valued 
by internal assessors at 
formative stage  

43 minutes 

Observation of internal 
formative marking 
Campus CF  

Video and audio 
recording of ACGD200 
and ACG300 

Identify the knowledge-
knower structure valued 
by internal assessors at 
formative stage 

25 minutes 

Interview of focus group 
Campus MS 

Video recording Member check and 
feedback of findings 

78 minutes 
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Appendix D ER and SR coded themes in NVivo 
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Appendix E Example of coded theme 
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Appendix F Survey data frequencies and descriptives 
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Appendix G Consent document 
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Appendix H Example of a PISA Brief for Web Design 
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