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A Critical Evaluation of the Role of Digital Innovation in Professional Practice 


  As technologies continue to develop and become more readily available and accepted as part of the education process, it is the role of the educator to recognise where technology for the use of learning may benefit the student’s development. Whether it is something as simple using a projector to provide visual examples during a demonstration or something more complex as augmented reality classrooms providing multi sensory experiences, digital tools can greatly boost the engagement of the learner. However, there are some instances where the use of a digital tool may detract from the lesson, serve as a distraction and generally hinder the ability of the student. In this critical evaluation, I will reflect on an instance where I was able to implement a digital tool in my own teaching and whether I was able to take advantage of available technologies to improve the learning experience, or whether I felt it either detracted from the lesson and may have not been the most appropriate digital tool. Supported by research conducted on digital innovation in education, I will reflect on my own experience implementing digital tools within an art and design classroom as well as the feedback provided by the participating students. Digital 2030 (2019), a guide put forward by the Welsh Government in order to promote effective use of digital tools within the classroom, provides a list of its own aims and objectives which are reflective of professional standards. By referring to these, as well as professional standards, I will be able to make note of where digital tools may or may not have supported my effort to work within them. While reflecting on a lesson I carried out with illustration students using a digital tool, I will be using Driscoll’s reflective model (2007) to help structure specific points made.

  Within the classroom, there are many opportunities in which a digital tool could be used in order to improve the development of the learner and assist those facilitating the learning. As an example, a quiz may be implemented at the end of a lesson in order to assess knowledge gained, or platforms such as Google Classroom may be utilised to simplify the distribution or grading of assignments. No matter the reason that a digital tool may be selected, it it’s imperative that the digital tool serves a purpose, doesn’t detract or distract from the teaching and that the intended purpose is fulfilled. If not, the educator has the potential to either miscommunicate information, meaning that students may fail to reach aims and objectives. As someone who aims to work within education, specifically within art and design, an aim and objective of mine is to create more space for collaborative thinking and space for discussion, in turn nurturing the creativity of the students. Galés and Gallon (2020, p. 66) note that while creativity may sometimes be seen as an additional value of a student and more similar to imagination in the past, more modern attitudes towards education recognise creativity as a key skill for development. Moreover, by using a digital tool the educator is able to foster creativity, encourage the interests of students and collaborative thinking. If used appropriately, social platforms where students can engage with each other inside and outside the classroom could be considered beneficial to not only their collaborative skills and communication skills, but also their adaptability to change. For example, Microsoft Teams was used widely during the COVID-19 pandemic, and greatly changed the ways in which teaching was delivered across all disciplines. Once used efficiently students were able to communicate with staff in a timelier manner, as well as present work to their teachers peers as a means of receiving critique and encouragement. Also, while the sometimes difficult act of asking a question or for assistance while in a room of peers is eliminated as students are able to communicate more privately while receiving swift responses. In allowing students to do so, the educator would be demonstrating dignity, courtesy and respect and meeting professional standards. 

  While recognising the collaborative benefits for students social platforms such as Facebook may provide, and by extension other outlets with similar features, Šerić (2020) notes that some students do not wish to use them as they can begin to blur the line between academic careers and personal lives. Though it is recognised academically as a platform for collaboration learning, Microsoft Teams is still to be considered a social media platform- one that could introduce distractions for students, especially if the class is being taught online, or even create opportunities for students to be bullied or harassed. Social platforms also create the opportunity for miscommunication between peers and educators- or as Johnston (2019, p.111) puts it, ‘information literacy’. While Johnston is referring more so to the ‘fake news’ age of online media and how it may potentially impact the students’ abilities to disseminate valid sources of information from the invalid or unsupported, the notions of miscommunication are still applicable in this instance. Due to the nature of these social platforms where branching group conversations are created between students, opportunities for miscommunication of information are multiplied. This could later decrease engagement with course materials and motivation and overall have negative impact on the education process. Though it is also possible for students to interact and unknowingly spread misinformation on their personal social media, creating a space specifically for the discussion of assignments only creates more opportunity to miscommunicate, or spread ‘fake news’. While it could be argued that students solely being educated online is less commonplace due to the ease of social distancing restrictions, using social platforms such as Microsoft Teams is now more so used for individual tutorials or the sharing of course related documents. Within the previously mentioned aims and objectives of Digital 2030 (2019, p.16), it is noted that technology should enhance the learning experience and should only be used when appropriate and beneficial to the learner. While it could be considered a tool for learning outside of the classroom under certain circumstances, it could be argued that for the purpose of collaboration Microsoft Teams does not add to the learning experience- especially as the strong majority of students are face to face with their peers in the classroom. 

 In terms of education within art and design, digital tools within teaching may only be suited to certain types of learners as well as lessons. Mumford and Honey (1986) made note of the ways in which individuals learn a certain in different ways, and in turn which teaching styles are best suited. Given that art and design courses often contain practical demonstrations, and a physical body of work must be produced, the nature of the curriculum tends to align itself naturally with those considered activist learners. Preferring to learn by carrying out a task or technique, activist learners may not benefit from a classroom consisting of a video demonstration, instead preferring to see the technique carried out before them. In this instance, the student would be able to also ask questions to the lecturer or technician. Prentice (1995 p. 16) notes the importance of workshops within art and design education, referring to them as  environments for peer learning as students attend them already with their own individual experiences. While this source could be considered outdated as it was written before contemporary online platforms for education were introduced, Prentice also notes that workshops allow teachers to assess the application of subject knowledge, which could arguably only effectively executed in person and not on a platform such as Microsoft Teams, given that those considered active learners may also prefer affirmation if they were to follow the typical ‘act now, assess later’ behavior typical of the learning style. 

 In regards to the application of digital tools within art and design education and how it might be applied at various opportunities throughout a lesson, students may feel that they could benefit from using digital tools as a means of brainstorming collaboratively when learning a new topic or receiving a new brief assignment. As an example, students may work within small groups on a platform such as Microsoft Whiteboard, a virtual whiteboard, to discuss a group task where they are all able to work from one device as a team or on their individual devices while still accessing the same whiteboard.  Brainstorming not only promotes collaborative thinking, but also allows the students to be in charge of their own learning as they research their current brief. Beetham (2013, p.165) uses the SAMR model to provide examples of how digital tools might be used to improve activities within the classroom and the ways traditional means might be substituted, augmented, modified or redefined in order to enhance or transform the learning experience. In regard to how it could be applied to Microsoft Whiteboard, the software substitutes a traditional pen and paper mind map, whereas the augmentation is the ability to use the software’s features to add annotations or links to further research. Both are able to enhance the learning process as the applications go further than the classroom. While it should be noted that just because a platform is online it is not automatically accessible, as some students may not have access to a computer or have particular additional learning needs that affect their reading or writing, by virtue of Microsoft Whiteboard being online it is easily accessed by students after taught sessions for further reading, or a link may be shared with absent students so they are not left behind, potentially effecting their engagement and motivation. In regard to the transformative aspects of using this digital tool Or similar platforms, Beetham notes that the modification of the traditional pen and paper mind map could be the collation of the mind maps, or in this instance Whiteboards, where they would be featured on a blog. In doing so, each student is able to assess the research collected by other students and expand their own learning based off of their peers. While the actual practice of mind mapping is a collaborative effort and makes the students responsible for their own learning, the sharing of mind maps on another online platform pushes the collaborative aspect further. Finally the redefinition of the traditional mind map, as Beetham notes, would be to feature the entire class’s mind maps on a single blog where they are able to be accessed and commented on by both peers and educators. In doing so, the collaborative element is pushed further yet again and has the potential to become an ongoing cyclical process where feedback is able to be acted upon perhaps pushing further group research. Gray and Malins (2004, p.95) speak of the importance of technology in the research of creative pathways, noting how through our creativity and ever-expanding technologies we are able to process a great deal of information< make the previously intangible tangible. Admittedly their writings are quite out of date, as far as which technologies are mentioned, however the pairing of creativity and technology has only advanced with the rise of software packages such as Adobe Photoshop or Illustrator. Overall, while it should be acknowledged that while there are some currently used social digital platforms that can aid in the education process, they should only be used when appropriate within the classroom and cautiously when used for the purpose of group conversations between students. 

  For the purpose of the digital innovations module, I applied a digital tool within one of my taught sessions during work placement with second year illustration students. In doing so, I hoped to develop a better understanding of where digital tools could be best implemented in a more creative environment, as I felt during the digital innovation lectures most digital tools or the application of them were more suited to ‘academic’ subjects and conversation heavy classes. Typically, a classroom within a studio environment like art and design subjects consist of a morning briefing where students are kept up to date with assigned task for the day and itinerary, and generally there is no space or strong reason for a digital tool to be used. This was a puzzle that I found quite difficult to decipher, as I wanted to to ensure any digital tool I used would not detract from the lesson. As I continued with work placement, I noted how solitary the day-to-day existence of an art student was- while there were the occasional discussions between peers and the lecturer I am working alongside and I conducted individual tutorials, most students tend to keep to themselves. Because of this, I decided that the best use of a digital tool would be something that would nurture a more social and collaborative environment. This is when I decided to use Mentimeter, a platform where you can create a multitude of online collaborative presentations. For my taught session, I decided to use Mentimeter to create a word cloud for the participating students to send any questions they had about Procreate, a popular software used for digital illustration. 

  At the beginning of the session, I explained to the students how the Mentimeter word cloud would work, as well as my reason for selecting this digital tool. One particular reason I chose to use Mentimeter with this class was the social aspect of it, as previously mentioned. More specifically, I was able to gain more social interaction between myself and the students as it provided opportunities for them to speak in front of their peers if they felt they needed to further explain a question they may have asked. In saying that, one of the bigger deciding factors that led me to use Mentimeter is that questions were able to be sent anonymously, eliminating any possible shame that asking a question that others may deem ‘simple’ or not worthy of asking may bring. Gruener, Ensminger and Hoyt (2010) note that within an educational setting, allowing students to ask questions anonymously decreased the anxiety of public participation, particularly in situations where students may feel they are less knowledgeable, which many of the students participating were as they were fairly new to using the Procreate software. Having been able to carry out individual tutorials with the students in previous weeks and beginning to develop an understanding of their personalities and confidence levels, I felt as though they would benefit from being able to ask questions anonymously. In allowing students to do so, I felt as though I was able to work to professional standards by demonstrating a commitment to the learners, their learning, safety and wellbeing. One of the aims of Digital 2030 is for learning experiences to be safe and secure whether it is facilitated through a physical or virtual environment. Having allowed students to ask questions anonymously, reducing the risk of ridicule or embarrassment from asking questions others may deem simple or even not worthy of asking, I feel as though I have met this aim of Digital 2030 as well.

   While the most significant reasons I decided to use Mentimeter were the opportunities to engage collaborative thinking and learning, as well as the anonymity it provided, it also provided some more flexibility to the workshop and the opportunity for it to be quite student lead. Though I did write a lesson plan for the session, so I was able to provide students with some idea of what to expect in the next hour as well as their aims and objectives, the content of the lesson was very much dependent on what the students wanted to learn about. As previously mentioned, the lesson I designed was a relaxed workshop environment, with a flexible itinerary that Forasacco (2021, p.83) is suited towards the active learner: the learning style that I had come to learn is works well within a workshop setting. Forasacco (2021, p.89) also makes note that as adult learners have a lifetime of experiences that they can draw from, a flexible workshop setting provides the opportunity to exchange personal knowledge and construct new knowledge, which is also well suited to those who identify with the constructivist learning style (Vygotsky, 1978, p.84). Overall, I felt as though using Mentimeter with this group of students would be beneficial for most of those participating.

  As mentioned previously, to best understand how digital tools may be used within my practice as an educator, I decided to use Mentimeter to create a collaborative word cloud with the illustration students I am working with on my work placement. More specifically, I wanted the students to engage with the platform in order to ask questions about Procreate, a commonly used software for digital illustration. As detailed in my lesson plan, the word cloud was to be used throughout the session, as and when the students felt they had a question.  While I have already discussed my reasons for using this particular digital tool with this specific group of students, the reflective segment of this assignment will discuss more specifically where I felt Mentimeter helped or hindered the learning experience. By using Driscoll’s reflective model (2007) to help structure each point, I hope to think more deeply about the application of digital tools in a workshop setting, creative pathways and my personal practice as an educator in general.  


[image: Picture 1]

                                                 
Lesson Plan

	Topic: Digital Illustration Workshop 
	Class: Level 5

	Date: 05/11/2024
	Length of lesson: 1 hour
	Number of students: 12

	Resources required:
Laptop
Screen with HDMI cable
Own iPad and Apple Pencil
Students own laptops/tablets with Procreate or similar digital illustration software

	Aim of Lesson

Aim is for students to gain a clearer understanding of digital illustration, and what can improve their work

	Learning Outcomes – The Learners Should Be Able To:

Make significant changes to their digital illustration using easy to achieve techniques 

	Previous student knowledge required for the session:	

Basic digital illustration skills is desirable but not necessary 

	Anticipated difficulties (if applicable):

Issues with screen/laptop- if the screen were to stop working, I will demonstrate on my iPad. The group is smaller, so working either way would be appropriate 

Issues with mentimeter- if the website were to not function for whatever reason, I will ask students to write questions on slips of paper for anonymity 

If I don’t get enough questions, I have a list of techniques to show to assist digital illustration, or I can run through some of the tools available. 

	Professional Standards (where are these being met within the session)

Demonstrate commitment to learners, their learning, safety and wellbeing
 I will use a wide range of teaching methods, such as discussions, tasks and debates to engage learners.
  I will also use a range of mediums to support my teaching, including videos and images, engaging different types of learners.

Demonstrate dignity, courtesy and respect towards others 
 My conduct will be professional at all times, and I will ensure all thoughts and opinions shared are listened to, valued and shared within a comfortable and safe environment to do so.


Plan and deliver effective learning, teaching and assessment
 I will assess the learners’ knowledge and experience with digital illustration, and assess information gained during the recap in the conclusion. My lesson will be planned thoughtfully with the learners’ needs in mind as I will use a range of mediums to engage them such as discussion, presentation and demonstration 


	

	
Stage 
	
Focus
	
Strategy 
	
Time 

	Introduction
















Development 















Plenary/conclusion


	Introduce workshop, provide examples of own work. 

Assess prior experience in digital illustration.

Introduce Mentimeter, explain function- ask questions anonymously





Respond to each question from Mentimeter and demonstrate on iPad plugged into TV

Assess individual knowledge through brief one-to-ones

Demonstrate and explain tools available in Procreate specifically- most drawing software has similar tools








Assess knowledge gained by asking students if they feel better equipped- session is meant to be more introductory, and I can provide further support in future tutorials. 
	



Presentation, discussion 









Discussion, demonstration, Mentimeter












Discussion




	



10 minutes













40 minutes

















10 minutes






	Assessment Strategies: when and how are they included within the lesson?

I will assess prior knowledge of Procreate by discussing it and digital illustration as a whole and use Mentimeter to gain specific questions.

I will assess knowledge and engagement throughout by discussing each point with the students

I will assess gained knowledge at the end by





	Informal reflection (to be completed after the session)

Overall session went well, everyone participated 
Mentimeter was okay, didn’t really add much to session 
Students were comfortable enough to ask questions out loud
Everyone felt as though they had learned something new
Some said they knew most tips but still enjoyed session overall- thankfully I encouraged students to draw and experiment during the session





  At the beginning of the session, I first explained what Mentimeter was as the students were not familiar. I had assumed this would be the case, as digital tools are seldomly used within arts and design education. Having given them time to settle into their seats and explained what we would be discussing in the next hour, I gave the students around five minutes to have a think about what they were personally struggling with when it came to Procreate, or perhaps even something they were simply curious to try and didn’t know how. In doing so, I allowed the students to have more say in what they were being taught. Beaumont (2013, p.176) makes note of the advantages of nurturing self-directed learning, such as the opportunities for collaboration, but also the opportunity for students to monitor their own respective aims and objectives. Whereas I would usually create a list of aims and objectives for one of my own taught sessions, by nature of the workshop environment and use of word cloud the students were almost in charge of their own aims and objectives and I was simply facilitating their own meeting of them. While I was of course there to carry out demonstrations of each of the features they had asked me to explain, each student came into the workshop of varying levels of experience with digital illustration, so may have had preconceived personal aims for the session. This aligns with Locke’s theory of goal setting (1968), as the motivation of the students was driven by the own goals that they set for themselves. This also allowed students to share responsibility for their own learning and assessment, meaning I was meeting that specific professional standard. 

 The actual construction and application of the Mentimeter word cloud was a very simple process, especially as I was only planning on creating one word cloud that would be kept active throughout the session, as detailed on my lesson plan. While the platform does offer more options such as polls, quizzes and graphs for gathering class data I wanted to keep the application of the word cloud very simple as I knew anything more complex would detract from an already fairly technical workshop. The actual layout of Mentimeter was very easy to navigate and made the potentially daunting task of creating a digital tool for the use of a session that ultimately might not benefit from its application much lower stakes. As I know I am able to create a word cloud within five minutes, I would feel confident creating one in fairly short notice if I feel as though it might be of use to the class I am teaching. For example, if I feel the students are less confident in asking questions or sharing ideas, I could create a Mentimeter word cloud during a taught session so they are able to do so anonymously.  

Working in a very similar fashion to PowerPoint, the user is able to create various slides with the purpose of asking multiple questions, prompting further creation of word clouds. By selecting the option to display the QR code for students to scan, they are able to share their thoughts and [image: IMG_5747.png]feelings within seconds. Upon selecting the tool, I was conscious that some students may not have had working cameras on their devices, as it has occurred in my own classroom during PCET studies, so there is also an eight digit number that they can type in. 

 Below are the results of the word cloud, each of which were either specific to Procreate or digital illustration as a whole. I made this distinction for the students as some of the techniques they had asked me to demonstrate were also applicable to other software packages they had been tasked with using previously, such as Photoshop or Illustrator.
  [image: IMG_5748.png]In a similar fashion to how Beetham used the SAMR framework to implement digital tools to change the ways in which the task of creating word cloud might be delivered, the same framework can be applied to the application of the digital tools within a workshop setting as I did in my taught session.  Whereas without the application of the digital word cloud the workshop would have consisted of students watching me demonstrate the basics of Procreate while raising their hands, I was not only able to create a substitute by implementing Mentimeter and making the word cloud digital, but also create an augmentation by making it collaborative, both of which enhanced the traditional method of pen and paper word clouds. While I might have been able to create further transformations of the original task by modifying and redefining it, much like Beetham had done previously. However, given the task at hand I felt as though any further development might detract from the actual subject matter. In my future teaching, I may decide to further develop my use of Mentimeter if discussing more theory based topics where students may feel that sharing more thoughts and opinions may be of value to their practices.  This would align with the aims of  Digital 2030, as they make note of the importance of enhancing learning through digital technology when it is beneficial to the learner.  

  Something I was mindful of during the session was the motivation and engagement of the learners, as I was demonstrating a software that I knew had been the cause of some of the students’ difficulties with the course. With digital illustration becoming more commonplace, illustrators and those learning to be illustrators have increasingly wanted to diversify their skills by incorporating digital artwork in their portfolio. However, it is a very different skill set and can be quite difficult for those who are used to working traditionally, speaking from personal experience. Fortunately, due to this personal experience I was able to relate each point to illustrations of my own which gave my instruction some more context, rather than having to think of examples on then spot. I felt as though this helped the motivation of the students, as they were able to see my expertise in this particular illustration software in action, giving them more faith in me as their lecturer. In regards to engagement of the learners, they responded well to the use of Mentimeter, as nine of the twelve participating students submitted an answer. However, an issue occurred when I was reading the answers. Some of the answers submitted were quite vague and needed further explaining, such as the responses just simply said ‘brushes’ or ‘textures’. Because of this, I had to ask the room if anyone would be comfortable explaining what they meant by these, which eliminated the level of anonymity that I had previously praised Mentimeter for having. Fortunately, I have built a rapport with the students to a level that not only were they comfortable clarifying  their questions to me, but were comfortable asking branching questions out loud rather than using the active Mentimeter word cloud. I has assumed this would happen, as mentioned I have already stated the students and I have built a good rapport, so eventually they began to use the word cloud less and ask questions out loud more.

While this might sound like it could lead disengagement or divergence from the original lesson plan, I was pleased that they felt comfortable enough to speak with not only me but their peers- and ultimately the end goal of the lesson was to build their confidence in Procreate, not my application of the digital tool. By building a positive and collaborative relationship with the students, treating them with dignity and respect by answering their questions respectfully, I [image: IMG_5749.png]showed commitment to their learning and the meeting of professional standards. 

  Overall I felt the session went very well, but did not feel as though it was solely thanks to Mentimeter or the digital word cloud. While I did ask the students for feedback afterwards they only provided positive feedback, including the implementation of Mentimeter. While I appreciated their feedback, I think they may have just been trying to be encouraging- partly due to the previously noted rapport. Despite the positive response, I could very much sense the redundancy of the digital word cloud and felt that it did not add much of value to the lesson. Thankfully it also did not detract from the teaching, and many of the students thanked me after the lesson and have even since shown how they have applied my advice to their own work. Since this session, I have taught the same group of students another class using the screen at the front of the class and even considered using Mentimeter again- however after seeing that it might not be best suited for the lesson I was planning on teaching as it was more of a lecture with some conversational discussion- though in saying this I feel as though the fact I am able to recognise where digital tools may help or hinder a lesson, which types of learners they might best benefit and what must be considered when implementing them in and outside of the classroom, I have added another string to my bow and the experience has greatly benefited my education as a future educator. 
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