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Abstract 
Extra-curricular activities can be beneficial for students in allowing them to apply skills and knowledge 
learnt on their courses. Student societies provide an important avenue for this learning and this paper 
reflects on the inaugural TEDxUAL in 2015, run by a dedicated society within the Arts SU at UAL. By 
looking at the format and execution of this event this article explores how such experiences 
encourage collaborative learning by members of the team. This paper looks particularly at how UAL’s 
key learning objectives can also be achieved by students through student-led project work such as 
TEDxUAL, and how annual projects such as this, are able to lead to growth and development of the 
students involved in its production. 
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Introduction 
TED is a non-profit organisation devoted to spreading ideas, usually in the form of short, powerful 
talks (18 minutes or less). TED began in 1984 as a conference where Technology, Entertainment and 
Design converged, and today covers almost all topics — from science to business to global issues — 
in more than 100 languages (ted.com, 2017). Attendance to the annual TED conference is by 
invitation only, with each ticket costing several thousand dollars. As of 2012, over one million people 
watch and share videos from TED conferences, masterclasses, and other TED-led events, on the 
TED platform everyday (en.wikipedia.org, 2017). TEDx is a global network where individuals are 
granted licence to run a TED-style event in their local community. In 2016 there were 832 TEDx 
University events around the world, 37 of which were held in the UK. Only two of these were based at 
arts colleges, UAL and the Courtauld Institute. I am writing this paper as the Lead Organiser for the 
TEDxUAL programme, with a core team of 9 students and staff, we collaboratively executed the UAL 
event, which was held on 12 March 2016 (TEDx.com, 2017). As a non-profit, but ticketed, event this 
‘State of the Art’ instalment and more broadly the UAL institution share in the ethos promoted by the 
TED organisation, which aims to encourage ‘deeper understanding of the world’ by emphasizing ‘the 
power of ideas to change attitudes, lives and, ultimately, the world’ (TED, 2017). Over its lifetime, UAL 
has developed a distinct higher education environment that focuses on supporting students in 
entering the competitive fields of fine arts and creative industries by giving them ‘valuable learning 
experiences’ and ‘deepening’ their understanding of these industries. UAL follows on from Borzak’s 
description of higher education (1981), by enabling a ‘direct encounter with the phenomena being 
studied rather than merely thinking […] or only considering the possibility of doing something about it’ 
(in Brookfield, 1983, p.9). 
 
As detailed in UAL Learning, Teaching and Enhancement Strategy 2015–2022, the core aims of UAL 
education are to foster ‘partnership’, ‘collaboration’, ‘practical experience’ and ‘employability’ (2015, 
p.3). Some of the key learning objectives detailed here, are successfully encouraged through such 
student-led programmes, such as TEDxUAL, and might be further supported by UAL’s more active 
involvement in future. 
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Initially, I will discuss how this collaborative philosophy was applied in delivering TEDxUAL and detail 
how the project provided a unique point of departure for the students involved. Finally, I shall conclude 
with some suggestions for improvement that could be implemented by subsequent groups, who have 
led, and will lead future instalments of the TEDxUAL project and further enable the project’s success.  
 
UAL pedagogy 
As an institution made up of many colleges, who are in constant dialogue with one another, UAL 
embraces a collaborative pedagogy more strongly than most universities. Across the University there 
is an understanding that individual approaches of making/working are not dominant modes of 
production within the arts and creative industries. The UAL Strategy 2015–2022 highlights four aims in 
terms of enhancing teaching and learning that are particularly pertinent for this paper:  

• collaborative processes allowing ‘expertise, inventiveness and unique perspective to enrich 
the student learning experience’; 

• partnership, understanding the need to ‘establish effective partnership working within and 
across the colleges and departments of UAL’; 

• practical experience, emphasising ‘enquiry-based learning’ and ‘activities should lead to 
concrete, accessible and useable ideas, tools and resources that can make an immediate and 
meaningful difference to the learning and teaching environment’; 

• employability, including ensuring to ‘embed employability in the curriculum’, and that students 
are being ‘offer[ed] awards and funding opportunities’ to ‘develop their employability’. 

(UAL, 2015, p.3) 
 
What Fleming describes as a ‘more inclusive view of the arts which embodies making, responding, 
performing and appraising’ in a collaborative manner (2008, p.56) is evident in many UAL courses, 
where students are ‘given responsibility for some of the work involved, and are not passive recipients 
of a service’ (UAL, 2015, p.5). Assessments are often developed as a series of constraints that 
students work within, enabling them to develop practical methods of resolution when they encounter 
problems in production of their work, for example the ‘Rules of Random’ project on MA Art and 
Science (Barnett and Bennett, 2017). The fine art ‘crit’ is also used as a point of analysis during 
processes – conducted by peers, teachers and external experts. In the ‘crit’ there is a collaborative 
philosophy within the evaluation, emphasising collective contribution to critique over individual 
response. By embracing this collaborative notion that students learn best through interaction and 
interpersonal engagement in critical thinking, learning and writing; the TEDxUAL project has 
developed as another means through which students could embrace relational learning.  
 
About TEDxUAL 
Whilst studying Art and Science at Central Saint Martins, the TEDxUAL project was conceived as an 
extracurricular, unpaid activity at the start of the year. It was not intended to be affiliated with any 
single course, department or college within UAL. I set-up a stall at the Arts Student Union Freshers’ 
Fair in October and over 2,000 people registered their interest to either attend or help organise the 
event. I invited all those who’d expressed an interest at the Freshers’ Fair to a meeting that discussed 
the different key roles needed within the team to get TEDxUAL off the ground. I received 
approximately 30 applications for the positions and invited everyone who applied for an interview at 
the High Holborn campus where the Arts SU is based. As leader and initiator of the project, I selected 
nine team members, based at 3 of UAL’s 6 colleges (LCC, LCF and CSM), with a variety of 
specialisms (including Fine Art, Graphic Design, Live Events, Fashion Marketing). From mid-October 
2015 until the event on the 12 March 2016, the team collectively developed the event, from speaker 
selection and raising funds for the project to organising the venues, filming, a stage-set and producing 
a design theme. The core team brought in other volunteers for the day, and had additional marketing 
and production volunteers in the lead up to the event.   
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TEDxUAL through the Kolb Cycle 
Kolb’s cycle of learning posits that concrete experience leads to observation and reflection. From this 
a new ‘theory’ (or understanding of actions) is deduced, which then acts as a guideline to creating 
new experiences (Kolb, 1984, p.21). Kolb’s Experiential Learning emphasises the importance of 
process, noting that ‘ideas are not fixed and immutable elements of thought, but are formed and re-
formed through experience…no two thoughts are ever the same, since experience always intervenes’ 
(Kolb, 1984, p. 28). This paper adapts Kolb, in Figure 1, to demonstrate how TEDxUAL feeds back 
into team members’ student work in their UAL courses. 
 

Figure 1: Diagram adapting Kolb’s cycle of learning (Kolb, 1984, p.21) to TEDxUAL (Armstrong, 2017). 
 
Where Kolb started by using Concrete Experience as the jumping off point for the theory – prioritising 
it as the personal experience that realises the abstract concept – TEDxUAL necessarily took Abstract 
Conceptualisation as its starting point as there was no collective concrete experience to generalise 
from at the start of October 2015. Having realised the TEDxUAL event throughout the development 
process from abstract concept into actuality and had the concrete experiences of delivering the 
TEDxUAL event, team members are now able to feedback these reflective observations into future 
TEDxUAL events, or into any further project they undertake within their course at UAL. The concrete 
experience of TEDxUAL, and its process of development, developed us as individual students, who 
are now better able to conceptualise and experiment within their own work as a result of experiencing 
and reflecting on TEDxUAL. We are also able to develop new processes for future collaborative group 
projects by understanding some of the pitfalls of the TEDxUAL collaborative project.  
 
The group, the constraints and the crit 
There is an emphasis on the importance of group work at UAL, as outlined in the teaching strategy, it 
seeks to support ‘collaborative, participatory and enquiry-led’ learning experiences (UAL, 2015, p.3). 
The TEDxUAL team had no prior experience of working with each other and came from different 
colleges and courses, and so we had to work to develop as a group. We met more often at the start of 
the project, in order to engender familiarity, instigate trust and build professional respect. We met in 
more formal ‘crit’ sessions, sharing the work that each member of the team had put into the project, 
and also arranged a few social events and went for dinner or drinks following meetings. We attended 
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TED-based events, participating in TEDxEastEnd, joining a TEDx UK Organisers group meeting and 
watched a cinema live stream of TED 2016. This gave the group a focal point for discussions that 
were not our own work. These additional events were important for the success of the group and the 
ease with which we worked together. As we became familiar with each other, criticism was not taken 
personally, enthusiasm was felt more keenly and the reward of working together with people you care 
about became a motivating factor. This affinity instilled the group with a strong commitment in 
achieving the goal and our shared vision for TEDxUAL. 
 
TEDxUAL event constraints also echoed the tangible constraints of UAL course-based collaborative 
projects. Some of them were externally set by TEDx, including the maximum number of tickets that 
could be sold; limitations on the length of the talks, the specification that the talks had to be filmed and 
edited in a particular manner and TED design guidelines. Some were set by the UAL, for instance the 
length of time we had the space for the event, and some were self-determined by the group, for 
example the theme for the event – ‘State of the Art’, chosen to explore the cutting edge of arts, 
design, science and social practice – and the speakers. These provided sufficient boundaries for the 
TEDxUAL team. As the leader of the group, I was able to act as a reminder for these limitations, 
helping guide the group’s work. As a unit, we set our own aims for the conference, focusing on the 
application of an arts education to other fields. We recognised that we were unlikely to raise very large 
sums to fund the event, so focused on local speakers and using volunteers so the event would run at 
the lowest cost possible, with the aim of making it sustainable as well as inspiring and enabling the 
TEDxUAL brand to continue to grow. From this work I identified that we had key learning outcomes 
within our group, including demonstrable experience and success in funding applications, partnership 
development and budget management.  
 
For the first three months, our weekly crit-style sessions allowed each member to present their 
progress to the group, whereupon they received feedback and we discussed it internally. Along our 
journey to completing TEDxUAL we had other, larger and external ‘crit’ style sessions, including 
presenting our project in January to the Arts SU in a bid for funding, where we received external 
feedback on our project. We applied for sponsorship from a variety of organisations, however our 
initial ventures were turned down. Arts SU helped us because we were a student society, by 
suggesting other brands to apply for sponsorships and partnerships with and funding pots for us to 
apply to where we were more successful. However, as a result of not getting large sponsorship deals, 
but still having to cover significant costs of venue hire, equipment hire and personnel (technicians for 
the stage and filming) we had to charge for attendance of the event. As a student society, we were 
required to keep this money with the Arts SU for the duration of the event.  
 
The production of the logo and the design surrounding the event demonstrates how we overcame 
problems and points of disagreement so often encountered during collaborative practice. In contrast 
to ‘crits’ in classes – where the disagreement then requires resolution by those whose work it is 
(where resolution includes actioning or not-actioning the disagreements between creator and 
audience raised in the crit) – this time disagreements had to be resolved by the whole group in order 
to proceed. Our design team, who were UAL students selected at the interview stages in October, 
presented their designs to the group with time to justify their choices of the style and the thematic 
representation. Other members of the team then had the opportunity to explore questions including: 
 

• how the logo design would be adapted to, for example, the tickets and posters;  
• how expensive such adaptations and printing would be; 
• how we could use the logo design for t-shirts, for attendee passes; 
• whether the logo looked too similar to any other branding the team had experienced, and any 

associations that might bring for an audience member; 
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• the logo design’s translatability as a representation of our theme to others. 
 
Through this process the designers were able to iterate their design for the next ‘crit’ and re-present. 
This process was particularly important for the designers, as they were also using their design for the 
TEDxUAL event as a submission for their course project work (where students submitted work 
produced for extracurricular projects). For them the iterative process was an invaluable discussion 
point aiding the development of their submission. In this way, we encouraged collaborative resolution 
of a problem that was integral to the project. 
 
Evaluation 
Evaluation of the project came through a number of sources – from attendees of the event who were 
invited to share feedback through TEDx which was then passed on to us; from peers who fed back to 
us personally afterwards; and from staff of the University, including those from Arts SU.  
 
Focusing first on attendee feedback, we received a series of comments on disparate parts of the 
event. Much of the feedback was positive: ‘top talks and speakers’; ‘well organised’; ‘big Variety [sic] 
of topics’; ‘very interesting presentations on all sorts of subjects and topics’; ‘the event was executed 
on a highly professional level, the selection of talks was varied, stimulating and high quality, the venue 
was complimentary and easy to network in, and the organisers friendly!’ (TEDxUAL, attendee 
feedback, Armstrong, 2015). 
 

 
 

Figure 2: Bee Tajudeen speaks about Black Blossoms at TEDxUAL 2016. Photo: TEDxUAL (2016). 
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Figure 3: Attendees of TEDxUAL 2016 network between sessions. Photo: TEDxUAL (2016). 
 
Helpfully, some of the comments also indicated where the TEDxUAL project could improve for the 
next run:  
 

It was a well organised and well executed event. Hopefully talks will also get more diverse 
with later sessions. 
 
I enjoyed the event very much but I think the next venue needs to have seating that allows for 
more leg room and the timings could be more synchronised on the website, emails and 
program. The variety of speakers was very rich but some of the strength of the presentations 
was lost due to the speaker's nerves and how they handled the nerves. I wasn't sure about 
the graphics used on the free bags and whether they reflected the day's topic. Overall I had a 
good, informative day. 

(TEDxUAL, attendee feedback, Armstrong, 2015). 
 

This last comment provided a strong base for some resolution points for the 2017 programme. We are 
unable to change the venue, as it is the only space that will provide us with suitable footage for the 
videos, although possibly this could be discussed with the University. To increase the breadth of the 
topics covered we decided as a group, to open a call for speakers from the UAL student body. Some 
of these speakers had been more nervous at speaking alongside older or more practiced speakers. 
For 2017 we noted that there needs to be more preparation and training for those who are less used 
to talking in public. We ran an open application for the artwork on bags that contained the booklet and 
sponsored items on the day – meaning it was not designed by the designers on the team. This 
appears to have been jarring for the participants, and as a result of this experiential learning process 
the 2017 team kept more editorial control over the design process. Our aim to share more about how 
arts education can be explored in other fields appears to have been a negative outcome for some of 
the audience members. For the 2017 programme, the theme of ‘Momentum’ was broader, in order to 
resolve these problems.  
 
From members of the University staff, I have less direct feedback (often these were positive 
expressions in personal communications or face-to-face), but as the new 2017 committee have 
produced the next TEDxUAL the staff members who invested in the project, financially and 
emotionally, have done so again. This suggests that they received the first TEDxUAL, and our 
collaborative output and learnings well, and are keen to support it. 
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Within the group we fed back to each other about the project, observing how the TEDxUAL 
collaborative learning scheme gave individuals a chance to develop collaboratively, in line with the 
UAL’s educational ethos – providing a platform for ‘bringing together their expertise, inventiveness 
and unique perspectives’ (UAL, 2015, p.5).  By working collaboratively one group member returned 
that this had allowed the group to ‘grow an idea from being average to being inspiring’ within the team 
(TEDxUAL, participant feedback, Armstrong, 2015). This collaborative effort, over the course of the 
year, gave rise to a ‘community at UAL [that is able to] enhance collaborations and discussions based 
on inspiring ideas’ (UAL, 2015, p.5). Importantly, the energy of this group dynamic revived ideas that 
might have been running dry: one member returned that ‘sometimes the momentum of the group 
waned, but we always picked up after spending some time working together rather than apart’ 
(TEDxUAL, participant feedback, Armstrong, 2015). Ensuring that this community and collaborative 
spirit is held intact was crucial to the success of TEDxUAL, and many of the team care about the 
project’s future success, investing more into the project. 
 
The initiative also lead to usable ideas and tools for individual the members of the group – giving them 
practical collaborative experience that they could transfer to other areas of their professional and 
personal life. Some members of the group reflected that the work they did within TEDxUAL 
complemented their studies and provided another testing group for the process studied in courses. It 
should also be noted that 33% of the core team went on to lead the 2017 programme (of the 
remainder, 44% graduated the UAL that year (TEDxUAL, participant feedback, Armstrong, 2015)). 
The enthusiasm and commitment of the group can be put down to the generation of these 
collaborative working methods and the production of a well-received project. 
 
Practical improvements for collaborative learning projects 
TEDxUAL has served as a case example, revealing how extracurricular activities enhance and 
improve key learning outcomes for the students involved. The suggestions which follow are likely to 
be appropriate for other extracurricular collaborative learning platforms that exist at UAL, as well as 
future instalments of TEDxUAL. 
 
In the development of TEDxUAL for its next iteration, audience feedback (such as keeping the design 
more closely tied together, diversifying the speakers, and helping more nervous speakers build 
confidence before the event) improved the direction that the collaborative work for the 2017 event 
took. In future events from 2017 onwards it would be invaluable to get more concrete feedback from 
members of University and SU staff about the collaborative work the TEDxUAL team had done to 
better be able to build on their collaborative learning practices and feedback learnings from the event 
and how they relate to courses and course-based teaching. Possible methods of gathering this would 
involve implementing a more formal or planned process of feedback such as surveys or micro-
interviews with the staff who helped in the delivery of TEDxUAL, or incorporating a tutor for the project 
who could feed back.   
 
It is important to note that we were a small group – and to improve this in the 2017 event the team 
was significantly expanded so that there was less responsibility resting on each individual, increasing 
the collective learning from the event. The flip side to this might be that close collaboration across the 
team is lost and instead of echoing and furthering the UAL’s collaborative learning projects this 
becomes a more traditional team structure (as I was not a member of the team for the 2017 event, I 
cannot comment on the team structure).  
 
More generally, it would have been beneficial to more clearly define the goals of the event at the start 
to focus the collaborative efforts. Although everyone on the 2016 team was aware of the aim to 
produce our event, we did not spend any substantial time defining the type of event we would like to 
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host (did we want it to be intimate? Did we want people to get a chance to meet the speakers?). As a 
result, we had less guiding group knowledge on what should be prioritised. As a consequence we 
experienced some dissonance within the group at different junctures, such as deciding whether to 
prioritise work on recruiting and training volunteers for the day or training speakers. Being able to 
understand this before the event might lead to more harmonious collaborative working practices.  
 
Conclusion: a personal reflection on TEDx UAL 
In conclusion, the collaborative learning project that we undertook through TEDxUAL produced not 
only an interesting and vibrant event, but also some valuable experiences for the group in learning 
about production of an event. 
 
This opportunity provided me with a lens to understand better my personal aptitudes. My reflection 
has pushed me to view curation and organisation of events as part of my creative practice. TEDxUAL 
gave me the liberating experience of seeing all my curatorial endeavours as part of a cohesive whole. 
In light of this, I have learnt more how to run a collaborative project. TEDxUAL highlighted to me the 
importance of having experienced members of the team (e.g. our Event Manager was a professional 
event manager) but also giving those without professional experience (e.g. our designers) a platform 
for their work. I felt that sometimes these two groups grated on each other, but ultimately working 
alongside each other gave each side of that partnership a chance to learn more about how the other 
functioned, and widened the spread of the collaborative learning we were able to achieve. UAL has a 
variety of learning and professional experiences within its student body, and I think that TEDxUAL 
2016 as a student society provided an incomparable platform for such students to meet.  
 
As the initiator for TEDxUAL (a continuing student-led project which has since had an offshoot event 
at the British Museum in 2017), I have had time to reflect upon the experience, both personally and 
professionally. I connected with friends across UAL I would never otherwise have had the opportunity 
to meet, as well as networks beyond the core team, including fellow students at clubs and society 
events; team-member networks; volunteers and attendees of the event itself. Without this my UAL 
experience would have been emptier, and I would not have made such a wonderful selection of 
friends and collaborators. More recently, it has been exciting to see my work built upon by the 
subsequent Lead Organiser, Chloe Mattei, and her team who ran TEDxUAL 2017 in March, with the 
theme ‘Momentum’. A new team is now planning TEDxUAL 2018.  
 
By introducing an arena where students could learn tools from each other’s different courses and 
develop a wider professional community at UAL, TEDxUAL has stepped beyond equipping individuals 
with a chance to practice the capabilities in their course, and created a forum for sharing and 
amalgamating through collaborative learning. Importantly, I think that projects like TEDxUAL not only 
provide invaluable training and learning experiences for students such as myself, but also enhance 
the institution itself. By demonstrating that students within UAL are able to execute a full conference to 
a high standard – with a substantial online presence – student-led projects like TEDxUAL heighten 
UAL’s brand to students and professionals. Its commitment to enabling students (present and future) 
to see that sharing research and generating new knowledge independently is as important as the 
teaching and training inside the classroom is, for me, an important expression of UAL’s commitment 
to the ‘synergies between the creative process of teaching and making’ (UAL, 2015, p.3). 
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