association for photography in higher education

Feedback from Meeting with Skillset Nottingham 24th August 2006.

We met Pippa Walkley, the Photo Imaging Manager, and Malcolm Leick, th Business Development Director responsible for the strategic direction, overall management of Skillset's work in the Regions and responsible for the Photo Imaging sector.  The APHE were represented by myself, Andy Golding from the University of Westminster, Jacqueline Butler from Manchester Metropolitan University and Paul Proctor from Stockport College.

We began by discussing the Photo Imaging Skills Strategy. We covered: the lack of formal consultation with the APHE (who could be presumed to have the most informed view about photographic education in HE); the negativity about graduates' skills and the quality and appropriateness of HE photographic education expressed in the document; the recommendations about what HE should do. We finished by discussing Skillset's project 2: Accreditation for Industry Skills.

 We agreed that it would be useful to have meetings between Skillset and the APHE regularly - twice a year was suggested. Pippa obtained the negative feedback from a fairly narrow range of commercial photographers.  We discussed higher education and that our photo graduates enter a very wide range of jobs and careers (see list below) with perhaps as few as 15% becoming photographers in the 'imaging industries' she canvassed. We discussed the difficulty we have with the whole idea of an 'industry'.  Andy proposed that photographic education was a particularly good example of a liberal arts education that prepares people very well for contemporary life. We introduced the idea that HE (unregulated by government) was recruiting where it could and we had to provide an appropriate mass education for young people who have very little experience of the world when they made the choice to study photography. We explained that as educators we had to broaden students' world view and prepare them for a life where there were relatively few opportunities to become professional photographers.  I asserted that we were doing a good job by our graduates and the specific skills deficits mentioned by our critics were the sorts of things that could be learned relatively quickly on the job.  Which brought us to the serious lack of funding for new equipment for teaching...

I think we persuaded Pippa and Malcolm that if we provided a simple how-to-do-it photo education we would disadvantage more students than it helped.  The discussion about what graduates do revealed that Skillset, dealing with the audio visual industries, doesn't cover most of our graduates destinations.  There are other Skills Sector Councils, such as Creative and Cultural Skills, and others. I think we hope that Skillset will be careful now about prescribing what we in HE should do because the relationship between photo education and the 'industry' isn't what it appears.

Which brought us to the Accreditation for Industry Skills project. We recommended that this should be looked at very carefully.  Andy pointed out that he has courses at Westminster which would benefit from the kite-mark and others for which it would be inappropriate.  We said that courses should not be put in the position of suffering from negative marketing and communication if they did not have inappropriate accreditation.

There is probably quite a lot more to say about our developing relationship with Skillset.  I have put it on the agenda to be discussed at the next CHEAD Subject Association Links Group on 21st November and I (or a new chair of APHE) can share what we are doing with the others who are busy negotiating with Creative and Cultural Skills and Skillfast (clothing, textiles and related businesses).  After our meeting Pippa wrote the following:

"I feel our meeting was a valuable exchange of views and I hope we both now have a better understanding of each other's positioning and priorities. 

I hope you will be able to convey this positive attitude regarding our dialogue to your colleagues when you meet in October."

So, a very useful meeting in my opinion. Plenty to consider at Bradford and beyond.  I hope to be able to come.
