engage conference November 2007 focus group session report

Liverpool Modern and Contemporary Arts Consortium (MaCAC) is a partnership initiative involving the Bluecoat, Liverpool Biennial, Tate Liverpool and Creative Partnerships Liverpool.  The aim of the consortium is to develop projects within Merseyside schools in order to explore how modern and contemporary arts can be used to enrich teaching and learning across the curriculum.  Liverpool Biennial is an international festival of contemporary art that takes place every other year.  Next year’s festival will run from 20 September- 30 November 2008 and will have as its critical focus the 5th International exhibition: Made Up, with approximately 40 artists from all over the world taking part.  Liverpool Biennial’s Learning and Inclusion programme aims to provide opportunities for local communities to develop their own creativity and to access the creativity of others; engaging art, people and place.

How can we share what we do in the most effective and appropriate way with schools and teachers?


With increased cultural offer and so much available for schools, it seems to be getting harder to reach teachers – not easier. There are so many initiatives and schemes happening all over the country that, in essence, do the same thing. Is there a magic formula or an ideal model of partnership that really works? 
 

At the engage conference November 2007 a focus group session facilitated by Judy Thomas Liverpool Biennial, Bec Jones the Bluecoat and Deborah Riding Tate Liverpool, explored issues that affect gallery education and the work done with schools; the impact of government driven initiatives like Every Child Matters and the pressures placed on cultural partners and teachers. Using a case study of a Merseyside cross-curricular project as a starting point for discussion, the session explored different issues and questioned how to attract teachers who are not in the traditionally creative subject areas?

The conversations shared different approaches, and methods used for encouraging dialogue and participation.

Those involved in the focus sessions questioned the best approaches gallery education can utilize to encourage teachers to work in partnership with cultural organisations to shape and direct relevant yet rich programmes in partnership.
The aim was to address this issue in a positive way that could be useful to both those in the cultural sector and those working within education. Unfortunately, there were no teachers present at the sessions, which gave the conversations a one sided view. 

Common Thread of issues experienced by gallery educators:

· Teachers’ fear of contemporary art

· Communication 

· Success in targeting non-participating schools

· Keeping sustained relationships

· Teachers’ time

·  Lack of buy in to evaluation/reflection

Shared approaches that gallery educators agreed as useful:

· Packaging projects

· Creating the time to advocate cross curricular approaches

· Using the correct terminology (that complied with curricular criteria)

· Addressing teachers at all levels

· Senior Management buy in is crucial

· Working closely with universities/ITT agencies 

· Working closely with LEA

Positive ways forward:

· Believing in ourselves and the great work that is currently undertaken

· Keeping abreast of the education environment – E.G. 14 – 19 diplomas/Global curriculum

· Creating demand from schools – more one off block buster events

· Strengthening partnership

· Remembering the artist is key

Key points that were a common thread throughout the discussions included partnership and professional development (for teachers, artists and those involved in gallery education).

Endorsement by universities was seen as imperative in this. It was felt that the weight of a good solid University and gallery partnership was necessary. If teachers can identify the cross-curricular benefits and potential that museums and galleries can offer from the beginning of their teaching careers, it then becomes unquestioned common practice and the teachers can become advocates of such approaches. Mutual learning was also seen as a positive outcome from having a good university and gallery partnership. It was also viewed that having the support and backup of the universities gave the offer available through gallery and museums more kudos and credibility.

Another common concern that ran throughout the discussions was the amount of initiatives that are currently affecting those within the sector. It was felt that although many of these were seen as very positive and constructive, there was a lack of clarity of the overall direction. It was a shared view that there was an increased impact upon capacity that was not always recognised or supported. If more cohesion of work between the education and cultural sector is the way forward this needs to be recognised and addressed.

One question that was made asked: “Are we making a rod for our own backs? Should we focus on the art teachers? Why go cross-curricular when there is so much to do within art departments.”











