
Deep-learning technologies and generative AI models have gone from 
technical niche to hot topic. Language tools such as ChatGPT and Meta’s 
LLaMA, alongside image generators like DALL-E and Midjourney, are 
among the most talked-about technologies being used by our students. 
However, their formal integration into UK creative arts programmes 
remains limited.

The latest advances in AI should be contextualised within broader trends 
of access and opportunities, relating to a range of social, technological 
and demographic factors. A significant shift is under way in the very fabric 
of future learning. It is this fast-approaching future that higher education 
must take part in actively. One approach is to work with the technology 
ourselves and recognise the need to engage with the next generation of 
students before they enter our institutions.

Educators should engage with AI not just as users but as influencers, 
understanding its functions and the intentions behind AI tools, and 
aligning them with educational goals. This involves a continuous process 
of social experimentation and adjustment. The adaptation of creative arts 
programmes through AI involves two critical principles:
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Learning the Machine
 

AI workshop In the Mix ≈ London with participants from Element at Taylor Digital Studio as part of 
the University of Southampton-run Electronic Life programme of public events for Late at Tate Britain.
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•	 Widening the public conversation: Universities must enable a 
broader, more inclusive array of constituents to access AI and have 
a stake in the public conversation. They can create opportunities 
for more bottom-up approaches, enabling skills and giving voice 
to the next generation’s thoughts, understanding, trust and 
experience of AI while informing their own practices.

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/campus/learning-machine-shaping-future-creative-education


As an initial response to this landscape, we have developed AI-informed 
approaches that we refer to as “learning the machine”. We speak with 
students directly about the experience with AI tools and applications, 
feeding this back into a more engaged process of learning. The aim is to 
rapidly develop and test new ways of teaching and learning in creative arts 
programmes and related creative domains. Learning the machine is not 
mere semantics but optimistically calls for a deeper critical and practical 
engagement with new technologies. Learning through making enables a 
more critical, productive approach. 

Demis Hassabis, CEO of Google DeepMind, advises young people, 
especially those aged 16 to 25, on the importance of meta-skills like 
“learning to learn” for future careers. He highlights the need for agility 
in integrating new tools with existing skills. Our method involves 
cultivating these meta-skills by using AI tools practically in classrooms and 
community workshops, including a project with Tate Britain (see below). 
This is particularly aimed at reaching young individuals who are either still 
in school or are not typically engaged in higher education but who are 
equally part of the generation who will be most impacted by, and “native” 
to, a burgeoning AI ecosystem.

Learning the machine means first accessing new technologies.                 
It means a free-form approach to social and experiential learning;              
it means opportunities for robust and inclusive debate, based on findings 
having used the new software and tools. Learning the machine means 
observing the benefits and limitations of these tools first-hand. It allows 
for reflection on one’s own interests, needs and desires. Overall, testing 
and establishing new social conditions or situations of bringing people 
together to learn when working with young people enables new insights 
for rethinking the art school of the future.

The availability and embedding of AI tools are only increasing. Adobe’s 
Creative Cloud, for example, viewed as an industry standard for art and 
design students, directly incorporates advanced AI plugins. These kinds 
of tools are already shaping the future workplace. Early access to industry 
applications alongside a wider array of developmental tools is not only 
empowering for young individuals and community groups, it is critical.

Learning the machine is not just advisable, it is foundational.

This article originally appeared as ‘Learning the machine: shaping the 
future of creative education‘, Times Higher Education, Campus Edition, 
November 2023)

•	 Learning the machine, learning to learn: Universities need to 
commit to young people’s creative and professional futures, as 
these will be shaped by the new technologies. They should plan 
swiftly and deliver the physical and virtual infrastructures required 
for the high-level, agile meta-learning that young people need.
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