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Abstract  

Two researchers from the creative arts have come together in a conversational encounter 

to explore the educational legacy of Ann O’Donnell (1933-2019). O’Donnell was a 

jewellery designer, maker, entrepreneur and educator working in Leeds, UK during the 

late 1950s until 1993. During the time of O’Donnell’s employment in an art college, its 

archivists and librarians did not collect many papers, curricula or resources made by 

women educators, who often had part-time roles. This resulted in their contributions to 

the education field remaining invisible. In order to preserve O’Donnell’s legacy, 

conversations between the two researchers captured the pedagogic knowledge created 

by her experience and practice in creating a jewellery curriculum with her students. As 

O’Donnell was working at a significant time for the development of vocational 

qualifications in the UK (1970s-1990s) the conversation revealed O’Donnell’s 

pragmatism in interweaving a liberal and vocational education for the benefit of her 

students. 
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Introduction  

This article considers the contribution of Ann O’Donnell (1933-2019) to adult vocational 

education, particularly in relation to training jewellery designers and craftspeople from 
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local businesses. O’Donnell was an internationally recognised jewellery designer and 

maker, but also a notable educator in Leeds, UK, during the 1950s-1990s. O’Donnell was 

working during a time when vocational qualifications such as Business and Technology 

Education Council (BTEC) were emerging in the United Kingdom (Fisher, 1999). 

O’Donnell played an important role in developing the BTEC curriculum for jewellery 

design and making. In many ways she was ideally placed to do this work with her personal 

jewellery-making expertise and innovation alongside her experience in managing with 

her business partner, Mae-Fun Chen the Leeds-based gallery-shop, Anno Domini (1972-

1978). This gallery-shop provided exhibition and retail opportunities for other 

international jewellery designers. She had many capacities in design, crafting, retail, and 

business management. 

In order to explore O’Donnell’s contribution to jewellery education, it must be 

acknowledged that, like many other women designers and educators from that time, her 

work has not been sufficiently recognised or documented. This omission came to light 

when a mural was painted in Leeds College of Art based on a historical timeline of 

significant artists, designers and craftspeople from the 19th to the late 20th Century who 

had worked or studied there. In spite of O’Donnell’s achievements in the fields of 

jewellery design and adult education, her name had been left off the mural. Connected to 

this was an absence of materials related to O’Donnell’s contribution to jewellery-making 

curricula in the College archives. The ways in which women artist/designers-educators 

have been kept out of the historical record means that their knowledge and practices 

remain invisible and are in danger of being lost. The idea that women are silenced, made 

invisible and written out of history was explored by many feminist writers in the 1980s 

and 1990s when O’Donnell was drawing to the end of her career (Belenky et al., 1997; 

Merrill, 2005; Parker & Pollock, 1981; Spender, 1989). More recently, Perez (2019) has 

shown how women are still invisible through male bias in data collection, and this 

observation can also be applied to the gaps in the College archive.  

Evidence for women design educators being omitted from histories about arts 

education can be seen in the particular context of Leeds. Leeds Arts University 

(previously known as Leeds College of Art, Leeds College of Art and Design, and Jacob 

Kramer College) is reputed to be a place where pioneering art, craft and design education 

was practised. For example, in the 1950s and 1960s people such as Harry Thubron (1915-

1985) were instrumental in developing the Basic Design Course (inspired by Germany’s 

Bauhaus). At the same time, visiting teaching fellows such as Alan Davie (1920-2014) 

wrote extensively about their mindful approaches to learning and Eric Taylor (1909-

1999) developed his ideas about polytechnic education. The Developing Process, a 

document written in 1959 to support an exhibition of the same name, cites a male-

dominated group of educators as the instigators of the Art Foundation movement derived 

from the Basic Design Course (University of Newcastle upon Tyne, Department of Fine 

Art, Leeds College of Art, & Institute of Contemporary Arts, 1959). Exhibitions such as 

Behind the Glass Mosaic in 2013 and The Process Continues in 2015 have re-presented 

these accepted histories of art and design pedagogy (Sykes & Bainbridge, 2015). What is 

striking about these accounts is the apparent lack of women educators that were engaged 

in any form of practice or discourse around creative education in post-war Leeds. When 

looking in the archives, the papers from the post-war period are mostly those created by 

well-known male artists, designers and educators. The voices of women educators in the 

arts from that period are absent from the debate. 

Complex questions need to be asked about whose writing is valued, whose papers 

are seen as worth keeping in archives and who writes our histories. How often do we 

reflect on the ‘absences’ in our histories? We cannot assume that because the evidence is 
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hard to find that women were not leading and inspiring others with their teaching 

practices. Maybe we need to draw upon different kinds of evidence such as personal 

testimony and memory? 

This lack of documentation and representation poses a challenge when the 

researchers wanted to investigate the work of O’Donnell and at the time of writing 

O’Donnell’s personal papers were lost or inaccessible. There is some limited scholarship 

that is beginning to emerge about O’Donnell (Broadhead, 2022a; Norton & Broadhead, 

2017). This work drew upon first-hand accounts from O’Donnell herself and her sketch 

books, jewellery pieces and design visualisations. However, before the research into 

O’Donnell’s contribution to pedagogy and curriculum design could continue, she had 

sadly passed away.  

Why is it important to tell O’Donnell’s story? Clover and Stanford (2022) argue there 

is a lack of historical memory and gender consciousness where women do not recognise 

the impact of patriarchy and perceive feminism as a relic of the past. At the same time, 

notions of masculinity and femininity are resilient. By making women’s contributions to 

arts adult education visible it shows that the feminist project is ongoing and needs 

constant attention.  

Spender (1989) referring to Reuben’s (1978) comments on the paucity of evidence 

for feminist scholarship, wrote:  

… she will have to listen to a male record of male achievement in which implicitly and 

explicitly she is informed of the inferiority of women and if she refuses to accept this truth, 

then she engages in an act of faith, she defies the evidence. (Spender, 1989, p. 5) 

In the spirit of Spender’s and Reuben’s words two researchers (one being O’Donnell’s 

daughter) whose work is located in the creative arts have come together in a 

conversational encounter to explore the educational legacy of Ann O’Donnell. They wish 

to defy the evidence that only male innovation drove post-war art and design curricula 

and pedagogy, and also to establish an initial evidence base that captures O’Donnell’s 

work as an educator in the adult and vocational sectors. The approach of a conversation 

was chosen for pragmatic reasons as O’Donnell’s daughter, Frances Norton, could draw 

upon her knowledge about her mother’s achievements. This knowledge was enhanced 

because, occasionally, O’Donnell used to take her daughter to work with her when she 

was teaching. Norton was an eyewitness to some of the practices that happened in the 

jewellery teaching workshops. Samantha Broadhead, O’Donnell’s friend and biographer, 

was able to draw upon her own conversations with O’Donnell and also with a colleague 

who had worked with O’Donnell in the 1970s. 

Context  

Ann O’Donnell (1933-2019) was a jewellery designer-maker who first began teaching in 

the 1950s alongside conducting her modernist jewellery-making practice. She taught at 

Leeds College of Art with Harry Thubron when she was also studying at the Royal 

College of Art in London. Later O’Donnell started a family but continued her creative 

practice and her teaching. She had her own particular ideas about art and design 

education. She believed that her students should be expressive and experimental as well 

as learning the technical skills associated with jewellery-making. O’Donnell’s 

accomplishments in her jewellery design have been noted elsewhere (Broadhead, 2022a). 

However, her teaching practice also had a profound impact on local people who still 

remember her fondly. 
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Like many women art educators O’Donnell’s employment was in community courses, in 

outreach provision around the city and in part-time Business and Technology Education 

Council (BTEC) and City and Guilds vocational skills courses until she retired in 1993. 

During the 1970s and 1980s she focused on teaching BTEC qualifications and working 

with day-release students from local jewellery studios and shops. O’Donnell’s expertise 

was widely recognised during her working life as she was a BTEC external moderator for 

Cass College. Cass College, now known as Bayes Business School, was established in 

1966 and is the business school of City St George’s, University of London.  

By the late 1980s, part-time work for women was a prevalent feature of the UK 

labour market, with the 1989 Employment Act further lifting restrictions on women’s 

working hours (Court, 1995; Meulders & Plasman, 1993). Teachers such as O’Donnell 

and Pam Rex (1929-2007) a potter and fine artist, spent their careers teaching part-time 

and in the evenings. Unfortunately, although valued by their students for their skill and 

knowledge, being in these teaching roles did not enable women art educators’ access to 

the networks, status and recognition enjoyed by their male colleagues. As Clover and 

Sanford (2022) have said women ‘participate unequally in the practices through which 

social meanings are generated and the world is made’ (p. 2). Furthermore, as marginalised 

members of staff their papers, plans, curricula and timetables were less likely to be kept 

in institutional archives. So, their contribution to the history of arts education was 

systemically made invisible. Perez (2019) argues that women are constructed to be 

forgettable, ignorable and superfluous from culture, from history, and from data.  

It must be highlighted that O’Donnell also raised a family while running the 

jewellery design gallery-shop and being an adult educator. This intersection of roles gave 

her a unique insight into both the personal, educational and business/ entrepreneurial 

needs of her students.  

O’Donnell was working at a time when vocational education was evolving. Fisher 

(1999) described the 1980s as a golden age for BTEC in terms of innovative curriculum 

design, ‘BEC/BTEC has been a powerful agent for curriculum change and development 

and its direct influence on life within colleges was immense over two decades from the 

late 1970s’ (Fisher, 2009, p. 16). O’Donnell had to grapple as an educator and an external 

examiner with the changing educational landscape that saw control of the curriculum 

slowly move from the educator to the Government and its agencies (Fisher, 2009). Pring 

(1995a) noted that the 1970s and 1980s were times of debate about what knowledge 

should be taught, and there was a tension between the need to widen access to a liberal 

education, founded in the humanities, and a need to provide relevant vocational training. 

Fisher (2009) suggests that there were three phases of what he calls ‘the new 

vocationalism’. The first phase in the 1970s was an entwining of liberal values and 

economic necessity in the curriculum which emphasised choice in how subjects were 

learned. At this point, ‘the fundamental philosophy of a student-centred approach to 

learning, however, remained inviolate throughout the BEC/BTEC derived curricula’ 

(Fisher, 2009, p. 195). The second phase in the mid-1980s saw courses being more closely 

positioned to meet the needs of the national economy. The third phase was when the 

curriculum was prescribed by the Government to meet its priorities.  

When looking at the evolution of the BTEC specification it can be seen that the 

requirement for work experience became more prevalent, from a practice that could be 

simulated and was desirable to where simulations and/or real work placements were 

mandatory (Fisher, 1999, 2009). 

In addition to evolving questions around who decided on what and how a subject 

was taught there were also structural changes in how a vocational curriculum was 

represented. Learning outcomes were being established to indicate what should be learned 
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as well as to provide some direction in how the BTEC programmes should be taught. The 

rise in modularisation led to vocational practices and the underpinning theories being 

treated separately rather than holistically. This was in part due to the Open College 

movement that devised a system of accreditation that led to the unitisation of 

qualifications and modularisation of curricula (Broadhead, 2022b). The Kennedy Report 

(Kennedy, 1997) reiterated that modularisation enabled credit accumulation and transfer 

and this was an important means of recognising the learning of adults.  

O’Donnell understood the requirements of an effective jewellery design curriculum, 

partly from her own art college training and partly through working with other educators. 

Rajili et al. (2015) outline that designing a jewellery curriculum should be based on an 

understanding of relevant tools and materials. Designing and making jewellery can be 

understood as an intuitive practice with an artistically driven standpoint and 

experimental-based approach, focusing on resolving design challenges related to the 

object itself. Abdel-Al et al. (2021) argue that the curriculum should include how to 

develop design thinking. This is how jewellery students solve complex problems by 

producing cyclical processes of making, testing and feedback for creative solutions that 

consider the user/ client as the centre of design.  

As well as learning skills and design thinking, O’Donnell also introduced other 

topics such as the theory of jewellery design, working with clients, drawing metal and 

stones, and running a jewellery-making studio and business.  

Conversation as method  

The rationale for drawing upon conversation as a research method is that it is a pragmatic 

way of finding out and preserving O’Donnell’s contribution to adult arts education. 

Bojesen (2019) has written about conversation as method. The researchers consider that 

this works in tandem with memory as method (Keightley, 2010; Radstone, 2000).  

In this case, the conversation is a vehicle for narrative inquiry where stories are 

shared based on the cumulative memories of Broadhead and Norton (Barker, 2025). 

Through the conversation and the subsequent written account, a new story is created about 

the contribution of O’Donnell to adult arts education that defies the evidence that 

innovation in post-war arts education was created only by men (Reuben, 1978; Spender 

1989). Butler-Kisber (2010) places narrative inquiry within the realm of qualitative and 

arts-informed perspectives.  

Barker (2025) reflects on his use of conversation as method alongside the making of 

‘objective’ drawings to reach a common understanding between himself and others. He 

also sees the fluid roles of ‘memory narrator’ and ‘narrative responder’ developing 

through the conversation. Memories are narrated and the listener responds to that version 

of the story that is being told. The participants in the conversation take up these roles as 

part of the ebb and flow of the discussion.  

The approach is derived from a feminist critique of knowledge production where: 

Situated knowledges require that the object of knowledge be pictured as an actor and agent, 

not as a screen or a ground or a resource . . . accounts of the ‘real’ world do not depend on 

a logic of ‘discovery’, but on a power­charged social relation of conversation. (Attfield, 

2003, p. 81) 

The conversation as method has the potential to make O’Donnell’s work visible and relies 

on the interplay of memory, narrative and imagination. As both Broadhead and Norton 

have themselves been art educators, they are able to imagine the practices of O’Donnell, 

through some shared experiences. As Clover and Sanford (2022) argue, power relations 
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are in play when considering visibility, invisibility, imagination and representation 

because these concepts address what we are able to know, imagine and narrate about the 

world, ourselves and others. 

The conversation is held between two researchers who have different life 

experiences and privileges, although they are both dyslexic and have worked many years 

in arts education. Their goal is that through their conversation they will reclaim 

O’Donnell’s agency and her contribution to the field of jewellery curriculum design and 

pedagogy. The conversation is not an exercise in defending opposing positions or in 

establishing opposing knowledges. Conversation ‘develops’ in a ‘non-linear’ way 

accumulating layers of understanding; sometimes threads in the same conversation can 

be contradictory (Bojesen, 2019). The conversation is like a rich tapestry where shared 

understandings and points of misunderstanding can be explored.  

Both researchers have memories of talking and working with O’Donnell, however 

Norton’s were more in depth and richer due to being her daughter. Norton and Broadhead 

had both heard O’Donnell’s stories many times over the years creating a longitudinal 

series of Morton and Broadhead have also shared many stories about O’Donnell’s 

jewellery and teaching over the past twenty years. They have also spoken with colleagues 

throughout that time who worked with O’Donnell who also shared their memories about 

her. This history inevitably informs the content of the study.  

The two researchers planned the project which was to have a conversation about the 

work of Ann O’Donnell. They agreed on the broad topics of teaching and curriculum 

design. They aimed to keep the process as flexible and free-flowing as possible. The 

conversation was recorded then transcribed using transcription software. The 

transcription was read and amended where there were repetitions and mis-transcribed 

words. The transcribed conversation was reviewed many times by Broadhead and Norton 

so that it communicated the conversation in an authentic way. 

Ethical considerations  

The researchers aimed to make the conversation an ethical encounter where the results 

would produce an authentic record of what transpired (Leavy, 2015). At the same time, 

they reflected on the transcripts to reduce the possibility of narrative polishing (Clandinin 

& Connelly, 2004). Narrative polishing is where the desire to tell a good story overrides 

the need to tell an authentic one, which may not have a compelling narrative structure or 

have a satisfying ending.  

Actions were guided with care and respect for the research record, Ann O’Donnell, 

her reputation and her family. When working with family members the researchers were 

open and transparent about the aims and objectives of the research. 

In addition to the conversation there was also a supplementary semi-structured 

interview conducted by Broadhead with a colleague of O’Donnell after informed consent 

was given.  

Limitations  on the method  

The relationship of daughter and mother may be seen as influencing how O’Donnell is 

represented; to a child the mother may be imagined having more agency than she had in 

actuality. Also, there would have been aspects of O’Donnell’s teaching practice that 

Norton would not have seen. Events and facts can be mis-remembered; for example, the 

dates for O’Donnell’s shop are different in Norton’s memory from published sources. 

Currently, there is a lack of archival material to back up remembrances. There is also a 
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difference in speaking and the written representation of that speech, where tone and pace 

are missing, and this can influence how words are interpreted by the reader. In order to 

mitigate some of the limitations Broadhead conducted a semi-structured interview with a 

colleague who had worked with Ann in the 1970s. The interview was informed by the 

previous conversation between Broadhead and Norton.  

Approach to analysis  

Unlike other qualitative approaches such as thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) 

where data is broken into smaller coded pieces of text, narrative inquiry keeps stories 

intact and considers them holistically. The analysis then focuses on how and why the 

stories are told. 

In this case the resulting narratives recounted through the conversation and its 

transcription were analysed by drawing upon Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) three-

dimensional narrative inquiry space. This comprises temporality, sociality and place. 

Firstly, the conversations were based on memories of past interactions with Ann 

O’Donnell recounted in the present with the future aim of raising her contribution to craft 

practice and pedagogy in a time of transition for vocational education. Secondly, sociality 

considers the personal and social conditions that shape the stories and in particular the 

power and social relations are explored. This is done by connecting local, petit, narratives 

to larger stories or meta-narratives (Benwell and Stokoe, 2006; Plummer, 1995). In other 

words, stories about O’Donnell’s work were understood in relation to larger stories about 

vocational education, design practice, gender inequalities in the workplace and 

motherhood. Finally, the place indicates the situation in which the narrative was told. The 

conversation occurred and the story unfolds within the art college context and this is 

important because it situates the shared values and common experiences of both the 

researchers and O’Donnell herself. 

Greenhalgh and Wengraf (2008) suggest that story telling is a means of 

communication rooted in intersubjectivity. This means two people have individual 

understandings of something that is held in common and this is part of story eliciting 

research. The intersubjective role of Broadhead and Norton is acknowledged and is 

considered through shared reflexivity. 

Through reviewing the transcribed conversation Broadhead and Norton were able to 

identify the larger stories (and for them those of significance) of vocational education, 

design practice, gender inequalities in the workplace and motherhood. This is partly due 

to the positionality of the researchers themselves and their own experiences of working 

in an arts college as well as the findings of literature about gender, craft, vocationalism 

and pedagogy (Abdel-Al et al., 2021; Buckley, 1998; Męczyński, 2019; Rajili et al., 

2015). Direct quotations from the interview with O’Donnell’s colleague are included 

where they add increased insight into the story being told about O’Donnell’s practice. 

The transcribed conversation  

Norton: And I don’t know where to start, really, but I’m just going to talk about the 

beginning of term, what she used to do with the students. Because Mum and Dad [Edward] 

ran the jewellery department between the two of them, they could decide who did what and 

how they did it. 

So, my dad did a lot of the practical stuff and Mum did a lot of the design work and the 

theory – jewellery theory or design theory, some history, and the more technical part of 

painting jewellery. As part of her teaching of the BTEC, or whatever it was that they were 

doing, she would on the first day of term with the new students lay out on the board, ‘We 
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have to cover this, this and this. But I’m going to leave it up to you what order we do it in 

what you would like to do first.’ So, she co-opted the students into the curriculum design. 

 

Broadhead: What year would this have been, do you think?  

 

Norton: So, I finished primary school aged nine, and it must have been 1979 or something 

like that. 

 

Broadhead: Probably. And did she have her shop at that point? 
 

Norton: Yes, I think that she had just opened the shop. It had been open for one year now. 

It opened in 1977. 

 

Broadhead: So, doing the shop and teaching? 

 

Norton: Yeah. Yeah. 

 

Broadhead: That’s a lot of work.  

 

Norton: With the new business venture [the gallery-shop] she was trying to get the students 

involved. Giving them an experience of making [jewellery] for deadlines and shows. She’d 

invite them to the shop as part of the learning experience and sometimes it would be for 

like a specific show and they would make work for that show. 

And so, they would get an experience that way, you know, working with the gallery. And 

then sometimes she’d invite them into the workshop to see how it ran and how to work with 

customers and that kind of thing. Because quite a lot of her students already worked in 

jewellery shops in town or in the Asian jewellery district in Leeds. So, they had some 

knowledge of working in retail but maybe not knowledge of how to run the studio or 

business themselves. 

 

Broadhead: Yes. So that she would try to give them knowledge to empower them? 

 

Norton: Yes quite a few of those students did go on to have their own jewellery studios. 

 

Broadhead: So, they weren’t working for somebody else. They got the confidence to run 

their own businesses. 

Do you know any of them? 

 

Norton: There was one guy called John but I cannot remember what his full name was. He 

was one of Mum and Dad’s students. He has got his own business now, but I don’t know if 

he’s actually even retired now.  

 

Broadhead: What courses did she work on? 

 

Norton: So, she worked on quite a few different courses over her time at Leeds College of 

Art; she was a student there in the 1950s and she went to the Royal College. But she came 

back in the holidays and she worked with Harry Thubron, in the colour school and they 

were teaching the Bauhaus Basic Program and Josef Albers Colour theory. 

After she’d finished at the Royal College, [late 1950s] she started working at Leeds Arts 

part-time maybe doing the night class. At first. And so sometimes she worked on the 

foundation – what is now the Foundation course – but her main focus was working in the 

jewellery rooms – even when she was learning, that was a very small course. At that time 

there was only three of them on the jewellery course with their teacher and so jewellery has 

always been a minority subject area. And now some universities think that three people is 

not enough to run a course.  

 

Broadhead: So, you think she taught on BTEC as well. 
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Norton: They had like different classes in the daytime. Sometimes the degree courses came 

in to the workshop and they would teach a jewellery elective. Yes. An elective. And then 

they had like the trade guys, the guys that worked in the jewellery shops that came in for a 

day release training. 

 

Broadhead: She called it DAYTEC or something? 

 

Norton: That’s right. That was a forerunner of BTEC. It didn’t last very long. It was a fad 

in the seventies or early eighties. So, she had to learn this whole new teaching programme 

DAYTEC and then they got rid of it and turned it into a BTEC. 

 

Broadhead: That’s how things happen. They evolve, don’t they? Was the curriculum not as 

pinned down? 

 

Norton: They had much more autonomy on how to teach learning outcomes and how to get 

the students through that. Mum was also an external examiner for Cass College in London 

so she knew how to put together that... In fact, they used to write the programmes for BTEC 

and they would set the learning outcomes and the modules. But when Mum went down to 

examine Cass, they weren’t doing their own programme. She had to talk to them about how 

they could change that programme because they weren’t teaching to the learning outcomes. 

They were teaching to their own programme. I think there was some arrogance at that time, 

thinking they were above the laws that they’d set themselves – do you know what I mean? 

 

Broadhead: It’s like a fight for autonomy to resist rules and regulations. 

 

Norton: I would say so, yes. 

 

Broadhead: So, let’s talk more about the actual pedagogy that she and her husband used. 

 

Norton: So, as I was saying, on the first day she would lay out to the students what they 

needed to learn, and then they would have an input on what order they did that work in. So, 

she gave them that much autonomy when she was trying to use real life experiences as a 

way of helping them understand theory. 

And so, this is from the experience of a child who’s basically gone to work with their mum. 

The students were really, really engaged and she allowed the lessons to be quite freeform 

as long as they covered what she needed to cover and touched on those learning outcomes. 

She allowed the students to bring questions that they had about their own jewellery 

experience. So, she fleshed out the theoretical side of making or thinking about design by 

allowing the students to talk about their own experiences or what they’d seen in galleries. 

They still had to produce portfolios, it was pre-computer time so everybody had folders and 

handwriting and cutting out pictures and sticking them in their notebooks. 

 

Broadhead: What about drawing. Did they need to do drawing? 

 

Norton: Yes, they did a lot of drawing. 

 

Broadhead: Um was that a barrier, do you know? 

 

Norton: No. she’d quite often set up still lives using metal so that they could understand 

how metal looked or how you might draw metal. She trained them in how to use 

watercolours to replicate how metal looks, how gemstones look, and, using light and 

shadow or using lighting or spotlights so that the students could build the drama in their 

images. 

Mum had her theory classroom in the rooms above the old pottery. It was not in the main 

building of Vernon Street it was across the road. And in that building they used to have 

photography in the basement, ceramics on the first floor. And then above that were 

classrooms that lots of different people would use. Floristry and window dressing classes 

and all those different subjects that the College used to offer. 
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Broadhead: And it’s a nightclub now or something that’s built in that space. 

 

Norton: Yes. It was at the top of the road. So, I think they pulled half of it down to make 

into student accommodation. I think it was called Walk-a-Bout (a café/bar) for a bit. 

But yes, that building was like a key part of Vernon street in the sixties, seventies, eighties. 

It was very established as a ceramics centre. So, when I said to her that I wanted to go to 

art college, she said, ‘what kind of art do you want to do?’ And I said that I didn’t know 

because I’m just at school. 

And she said, ‘well, do some night classes.’ I think I was 16 or something like that. I was 

probably too young to do it actually. 

 

Broadhead: Did your mum talk about assessment at all? 

 

Norton: Yes, so they used to swap marking with other courses so they would swap with 

furniture. I think that’s what happened. And I know that Mum, because she had a masters 

[postgraduate qualification], then she would quite often be called on to do extra 

assessments. 

 

Broadhead: She’d get paid for that? 

 

Norton: Yes. I think she was paid as over time. So, she quite often would have furniture 

restoration essays to look at or other things that were going on at the College, I guess that’s 

how she got into the external examining. 

 

Broadhead: So, your father, how did he teach? Do you know? 
 

Norton: So, he started the College as a life model and then he kind of moved from life 

modelling into odd jobs. But he was always doing stuff like building dark rooms or working 

with the building staff. Anyway, after he met my Mum, he decided he was going to do his 

teaching qualification. So, he did that and then he specialized in jewellery. He went through 

the training process himself and then did the teaching qualification. 
 

Broadhead: So, did he do a degree? 
 

Norton: He did one, but a bit later. He decided he would do Open University and a fine art 

degree. I guess within fine art he did jewellery. 

The text above documents the transcribed and reviewed conversation held between the 

Norton and Broadhead. The next section discusses the narrative strands within the 

transcription linking them to wider stories deemed to be significant by the researchers. In 

particular the discussion explores the gendered division of labour in jewellery-making 

education; the BTEC curriculum; the shared circumstances of O’Donnell with her 

students and finally O’Donnell’s legacy as a jewellery-maker and educator.  

Discussion  

Miller (2003) wrote a 100-year history of the Vernon Street building of Leeds College of 

Art and Design (its then name) and noted a great change in the 1970s-80s in terms of 

introducing national qualifications within the art college, as well as some courses being 

migrated to the new Polytechnic (now known as Leeds Beckett) in 1970. Miller’s history 

tends to focus on full-time courses and there is not much attention given to part-time or 

day-release modes of study. However, changes in forms of accreditation would influence 

how all courses and their curricula were designed and taught. O’Donnell and her husband, 

as has been argued, were working during a time when vocational qualifications were 
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being structured in a different way. The suggestion of transition is evoked in the 

conversation about the changing curricula between DAYTEC and BTEC. In particular, 

BTECs were introducing the notion of delivering a curriculum that responded to learning 

outcomes. Norton refers to learning outcomes when describing O’Donnell’s teaching 

practice and external examining work. From the conversation, it is interesting how 

O’Donnell created a jewellery curriculum that responded to the ‘new vocationalism’ and 

the needs of her students and the local jewellery-making businesses. 

Gendered division of labour  

The ways in which the curriculum was structured replicated the divisions of labour that 

happened in the jewellery-making industry. Duberley et al.’s (2017) research discovered 

gendered and stratified employment patterns in Birmingham’s Jewellery Quarter. For 

example, they found that the division of labour in the jewellery industry segregated those 

who were considered artists, and those considered skilled craftspeople (Banks, 2010; 

Hughes, 2012).  

The O’Donnells’ distribution of teaching was organised in such a way that Edward 

trained the students in the technical, traditional skills curriculum areas, often perceived 

as ‘male work’ (Simpson et al., 2014). Ann taught the students the underpinning theory 

and the design work that encouraged creativity and imagination. This was assumed to be 

primarily the domain of women (Henry, 2009). That is not to say that O’Donnell could 

not teach the technical aspects of jewellery-making; she was deemed to be very skilful 

when she worked for the Jewellery firm Charles Horner before graduating from the Royal 

College (Broadhead, 2022a). Previously, O’Donnell had shared with Broadhead that she 

found diamond setting boring because she would much rather ‘break the rules’ when 

making her jewellery pieces (Norton & Broadhead, 2017). O’Donnell encouraged her 

students to be experimental in the use of goldsmithing and the setting of stones (this was 

due in part to her education at the Royal College of Art).  

The division of labour within the jewellery department would imply that the 

curriculum was also divided in this way, where design, experimentation, theory and 

technical skills were taught separately rather than integrated. This is further suggested 

when Norton explains that O’Donnell’s theory classroom was housed outside the main 

college building. Sennett (2008) reflects on this separation: ‘History has drawn fault lines 

dividing practice and theory; technique and expression; craftsman and artist; maker and 

user; modern society suffers from this historical inheritance’ (p. 11). A colleague who 

worked with O’Donnell in the 1970s gave further insight into the practical need to 

separate theory and practice. They explained that the workshop areas where the practical 

skills were taught would have been very difficult to show slides in (this was how theory 

was taught in the pre-digital 1970s and 1980s). This was because they were set up as 

working spaces housing dangerous substances such as sulphuric and nitric acid that was 

used to etch or patinate metal. There was quite a lot of metal patination used at the time 

within jewellery-making along with other processes that used direct heat generating high 

temperatures. 

BTEC curriculum  

There was a growth in students studying the BTEC qualification during the 1980s. 

Initially, there were less than 20,000 registrations with the Business Education Council 

(SEC), BTEC’s predecessor body, in 1978 but by 1982 this number had increased to 
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68,129 (Fisher, 1999). Miller (2003) described the transition to BTECs in the art school 

where:  

Four-year sub-degree vocational courses, established in 1970 and [were] mostly taken by 

16-year-old school leavers. These courses were incorporated in the early 1980s into the new 

Business and Technical Education Council (BTEC)…. For the first time, the structure and 

assessment practices of art college further education courses were determined not solely by 

art educators but by the imposition of a national framework, and its methodology was 

derived from industrial training models. (Miller, 2003, p. 83)  

BTEC qualification prescribed the learning outcomes that needed to be achieved by 

students. But there appears to have been some flexibility, teacher-autonomy and the 

possibility of co-constructing the curriculum with learners. O’Donnell was able to ensure 

that her students had some input into how and when these outcomes were met. In order 

to make the programme as student-centred as possible students helped O’Donnell plan 

the scheme of work. She also encouraged her students to talk about their lived experiences 

of jewellery-making, so the course had meaning and relevance to them. O’Donnell was 

able to interweave the principles of a liberal education with the outcome focus of a 

vocational education. The debates surrounding the importance of not only focusing on 

job-based knowledge but also ensuring a wide humanities-informed and human-centred 

curriculum were prevalent during that time (Lewis, 1997; Pring, 1995b). 

The links with industry were very important; O’Donnell and her husband taught 

people working in local small businesses as well as larger firms. In some ways O’Donnell 

was a bridge between educational and industrial contexts due to her knowledge and 

expertise. This was further confirmed by her colleague who said:  

but part-timers were brought in often because they had a very specific skill. And they were 

often seen as people that linked the outside world with the world of academia. They [the 

management] liked the fact that you’d done something in industry or had been a designer 

out there. 

The importance of drawing to art college education has long been documented; it was the 

bed-rock of learning to be an artist or designer for many centuries (Cooksey, 2006; Jaffee, 

2005; Miller, 2003). It is interesting that O’Donnell encouraged her students to draw so 

that they could gain extra insight into the qualities of the metals and gemstones they would 

be working with. Being able to represent one’s designs through drawing and painting 

would have been useful when talking to clients who wished to commission bespoke pieces 

of jewellery.  

O’Donnell’s shop Anno Domini and later the studio in her kitchen played an 

important role in providing authentic learning environments for her students. They were 

able to experience, first hand, the business aspects of running a jewellery shop, studio and 

gallery. This insight would help those wanting to run their own enterprises. She also gave 

them opportunities to respond to ‘live briefs’ where they could make their own jewellery 

to be exhibited in the gallery-shop. The importance of giving learners work-based 

learning opportunities was central to all stages of the BTEC’s development over the 1970s 

through to the 1990s and beyond (Fisher, 2009). The boundaries between O’Donnell’s 

teaching, creative practice and business were permeable in ways which would not be 

acceptable in today’s vocational education context.  
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O ’Donnell and her students have common circumstances  

O’Donnell’s life and work often mirrored that of her students; the courses she devised 

enabled people to develop their own design and creative lives if they wished. Part-time, 

adult education as well as day release work-based programmes meant her students could 

access jewellery-making materials, equipment and tuition. At the same time O’Donnell 

had a portfolio career (Cawsey et al., 1995) where she balanced her own practice with 

running a jewellery retail and exhibition space, Anno Domini, and her teaching practice. 

Męczyński (2019) found that this work pattern was also common in the Birmingham 

Jewellery Quarter and in the jewellery centres in Leipzig and Poznań. 

Also, on a practical level O’Donnell needed to juggle many roles. Buckley (1998) 

noted that women needed to manage their small businesses such as dress-making within 

their homes in order to manage their creativity as well as their domestic responsibilities. 

O’Donnell when she closed her shop in the late 1970s moved her workshop next to her 

kitchen so she could continue her practice and teaching. This understanding that her 

students may have to manage complex work, creative practice and family commitments 

meant that creating student-centred, flexible and authentic learning opportunities was 

helpful to everyone concerned. Bringing her daughter to work with her was a strategy for 

O’Donnell to manage all the demands life threw at her. O’Donnell’s colleague 

remembered that bringing children to work was a common practice in the 1970s: 

I remember what we used to do on the foundation course is they put 2 trestle tables at the 

back of the studio, and if it was holiday time, staff’s kids would do stuff at the back, kids, 

they love doing art. All the rest of the students were getting on with stuff in the front. 

This flexibility would not be acceptable in the 21st Century art college studio. But what it 

enabled was the eyewitness account from Norton about her mother’s approach to 

teaching.  

O ’Donnell ’s educational legacy arising from the conversation  

Fisher (1999) writes that the structure of the BTEC qualification aimed to develop 

specialist work-related skills and qualifications. He believes BTEC enacted a vocational 

progressivism, successfully transforming pedagogic practices during the 1980s.  

O’Donnell made a contribution to art pedagogy through her innovative and 

pragmatic ways of creating and delivering curricula to her students. In a sense her 

teaching practice was informed by many influences such as an art school education, a 

new vocationalism, industrial experience, entrepreneurship, motherhood and her creative 

practice. This combination made her teaching responsive, based on wisdom rather than 

educational models that could become dogmatic and inflexible. 

Conclusion  

The research method as conversation did reveal the ways in which O’Donnell contributed 

to the field of vocational education that addressed jewellery-making. When reflecting on 

the conversation further it can be seen that Norton acted mostly as a ‘memory narrator’ 

and Broadhead spoke as a ‘narrative responder’. This was not intended to be the case but 

appeared to happen intuitively during the conversation. Broadhead carried out a 

supplementary interview with one of O’Donnell’s colleagues from the 1970s. This 

provided additional clarity to some of the points that came out of the conversation. 
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However, it was the conversation as a research method that is the focus of this article. 

This is because it is a pragmatic approach to capturing the stories about an educator’s 

practice where other information has been lost or has not been preserved as part of the 

historical record. In some cases, there may not be any surviving colleagues that are 

accessible to researchers so this method could be the only option. 

As with any research methods there are limitations when using this approach. It 

reveals how precise dates are very difficult to remember; to be accurate other forms of 

documented information are required. There were some fleeting glimpses into the ways 

in which students benefited from her teaching and curriculum design, but the perspective 

of students is not foregrounded in this account. Also, the tensions and difficulties that 

would have existed when O’Donnell was teaching are not explored in depth. A sense of 

frustration is captured in the conversation where O’Donnell had to quickly create new 

programmes when DAYTEC changed to BTEC after one year. 

The student-centred approach was apparent in the conversation. O’Donnell appeared 

to see the students as partners in the education process. They helped organise the scheme 

of work the class would follow. There was a degree of freedom as long as the learning 

outcomes were achieved. It seems that she was interested in the stories her students told 

about their own jewellery making practices and used those to make the teaching of theory 

relevant.  

The division of the curriculum into modules is not made explicit in the conversation. 

However, the spatial organisation within the jewellery department would imply that 

design, drawing, experimentation, theory and technical skills were taught separately 

rather than integrated. This is suggested when Norton explains that O’Donnell’s theory 

classrooms were housed outside the main college building.  

The boundaries between O’Donnell’s domestic and professional life were 

permeable, she let students gain knowledge and experience by letting them into her shop 

and her workspace. This enabled her students to fulfil the work experience aspects of the 

BTEC qualification, if they were not directly employed in the industry. But she 

encouraged them to think beyond being an employee; inspiring them to consider being 

jewellers who could set up their own studios and businesses. She also brought her 

daughter into the workshop and the teaching space. Today such fluidity between the roles 

and responsibilities may not be tolerated in the current ‘risk’ averse educational context. 

However, for O’Donnell it was a pragmatic way of dealing with the complexity of being 

a jewellery designer-maker, entrepreneur, educator, and a mother. The conditions of 

O’Donnell’s working life have allowed the researchers to draw upon Norton’s memories, 

reclaiming her as an important arts educator who should have been acknowledged on the 

College’s mural alongside her husband. O’Donnell’s story is also Broadhead and 

Norton’s story as they grapple with similar issues, such as having to deal with changing 

national vocational qualifications; managing different roles; and preserving one’s own 

creative practices. O’Donnell’s legacy provides a model based in pragmatism that others 

can draw upon to navigate contemporary adult arts education.  
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