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These notes are based upon a transcription of the presentations taken during the day. For more information the following resources are available from the engage website:

· Speaker presentations
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· List of further sources of information
Chair: Juliana Capes
I am an artist living in Edinburgh; I have been here for the last ten years. I was really excited about being asked to participate today, it’s really interesting to hear all the discussions and what we are going to be thinking about today. It is quite a fascinating idea to think about the ‘front line’ as if we are fighting some kind of contemporary art battle against our audiences. 
I was trying to place myself in where this front line is, to figure out whether I am on the front line and have I ever been on the front line? As a practising artist exhibiting for the past 10 years I am not sure whether I am on the front line. I have a desire to communicate without reducing the complexity of my work and I am familiar with the complete and utter fear when I have surrendered my work to a gallery to be interpreted for me. 
I’m quite removed from the process of people coming through the door and engaging with my work. But as far as working in a gallery and working with artists we are their front line soldiers, we are their foot soldiers. I have been wondering if I have been working on the front line at the National Gallery of Edinburgh. Working in conjunction with the wardens at the National Gallery as an artist/educator, there were quite often many misunderstandings between the wardens and education staff. In fact, the wardens are discouraged from discussing any of the art works or giving an opinion on the art works. 
Therefore, there are some interesting ideas to think about and many points to discuss. I am really excited to see such a broad spread of people from different institutions and to see people who work in so many different roles. 

Presentation 1

Judy Thomas: Acting Head of Education at the BALTIC
My name is Judy. I am the Acting Head of Education at the BALTIC. BALTIC is a contemporary art centre. We do not have a collection, rather we have a changing programme of exhibitions. 
The BALTIC is still quite new it has been open for about four and a half, nearly five years and we are going to have our fifth birthday this year. The education and public programme team aren’t a huge team, but we’ve got a really great crew. The role of the crew is very much about invigilation but it is also about interpretation as well. I’m going to talk about the challenges the crew face and I’m going to talk about approaches that the BALTIC use for interpretation. I will also talk about the learning team, about what we’re going to be doing and how the BALTIC approach things. I’m going to talk about our training programme that works very closely with the crew and how we’re having a new training programme to hopefully equip them and empower them even more to become better interpretive guides. 

Challenges- so what kind of challenges do we have? (looking at individual exhibitions at the BALTIC).
Spencer Tunick- this exhibition offered many challenges; the crew had to deal with the sensitivity of nudity. There are different groups that access the BALTIC and they will all need different interpretive means. Does someone explain the show in detail? When should they ask and is it needed? People may be offended when being confronted by a lot of nudity so how does the crew deal with this?

Candice Breitz, Working Class Hero - this was a video installation piece showing different members of the public who volunteered to sing one of John Lennon’s albums. The challenges here were that the work was placed in the stairwell and was very noisy. So how do you make sure that people are happy when you cannot explain the work because it is too loud? The show was also spread across nine flights of stairs.
Keith Haring - this exhibition was on level two at the BALTIC where many people came expecting a cartoonist, but were instead faced with quite a provocative piece. Therefore, the crew had to deal with this, and problems such as young families coming to see the show.

Sarasi Kusolwong - the exhibition was quite challenging, it was very academic in its approach as it referenced history of art. The work itself was an event so that the preview was integral to the work. The exhibition was a pile of earth with mini motor bikes which the public were invited to use, so health and safety became an important issue. Challenging also was the interpretation of an event that happened months ago, how do you explain this to the public?
At the same time as Keith Haring and Sarasi Kusolwong, we also had ‘Spank The Monkey’. Lots of people asked ‘what does spank the monkey mean?’- So just the nature of the exhibition title was a challenge. The exhibition was on two floors using twenty-two artists where the show varied from family friendly works to works that were quite cheeky to the political. In addition, the gallery had skateboard ramps, which we invited the public to use, so health and safety was an important issue. Because of the skaters, we had to close the gallery for them, which meant that other audiences had less time to view the show that day. 
Susan Hiller Witness - this was essentially an empty gallery space. I think this was challenging for a lot of the crew. Susan thought the room seemed church like and wanted to respond to its architecture. Speakers were put on the pillars playing out recordings of near death experiences, in sequence and in different languages. At times, audiences would walk in to the room whilst the recordings were quiet but at other times, audiences would walk in to a very loud space, which would be very disorientating. 
These are some examples that the crew and education staff have had to deal with. We have needed quite varied ways to cope, to give our audiences a worthwhile visit. 

This is why it is important for organisations to have policies in place to equip people to deal with these situations. 
In another instance we had Sam Taylor Wood who exhibited in a dark space- this had all sorts of issues. How do you protect children and vulnerable adults in this space? It is very important to protect those at risk and of course the crew members themselves. This is why policies are important. This helps the crew member to be more equipped with dealing with situations sensitively without putting themselves at risk. 
At the BALTIC we have recently put together a document, which includes a policy stating that in future exhibitions, level 2 will only have family-friendly exhibitions, so that we always have something appropriate to offer our audiences.
In our training sessions, we invite every team from the BALTIC, even the finance team. This brings awareness to the whole institution and helps communication.

Different sorts of interpretation: 

Technology is something that the BALTIC is trying to use, we see it as the way forward. We are trying to respond to our audiences particularly as young people are so comfortable with technology. We all learn in different ways and it is about capturing different people’s learning skills. Also pod-casts are adaptive, they can be used in many different ways and the BALTIC are also using text messaging as an interpretive tool. We may even get school children talking about art for our pod-casts or university students. For Smack The Monkey the BALTIC were given Play Stations, which are again very versatile.
Film based interpretation is something that people love and engage very well with, for instance films about artists are a good way of getting information across. 

Interactive interpretation where hands-on activities are used to engage with audiences.

Sound bites use the audience as interpreters, which is actually very effective where we learn through existing knowledge and response.  
Gallery based interpretation is an immediate way of informing audiences. The BALTIC have been streamlining their written materials where the leaflets give a very brief description and the gallery guides give more detail. If an audience member would like further information still, then they can go to the BALTIC website where there is a link to the library and archives. Essentially we are giving different levels of information to match what people want. 
Live interpretation- it can be difficult where you have all this in-depth knowledge, perhaps you are a practising artist, but you cannot share your knowledge because of the other crew duties you have. It is a tricky role but live interpretation is useful as when I have spoken to audiences, they have told me how great it was to have the work explained by a crew member. 
Education and Public Learning.
We have an education programme which is formal and then we have the public programme which is informal. The Educational Programmer deals with school, colleges and universities and a Community Programmer who deals with talks for families, community and youth groups and social inclusion groups etc. And thirdly we have a team member who runs the library and archive. On a daily basis we also offer talks and tours. We have a team of 16 freelance artists and we renew them every 2 years who help us with practical sessions. We are looking at ways to work with the crew more effectively, as we only have one Education Programmer, she can only do so much, so we are looking at ways where the crew can help on this.
The BALTIC have been given a lot of money from the RHF who have given us the money to develop a new research centre. Our old education centre was tucked out of sight and people couldn’t see the work we were doing. So our new research centre is going to be in the centre of the gallery. It is an open space, where people can just walk in, and outside this space. We are going to have a remote archive, which will have lots of film archive, catalogues and books. Part of this money from RHF is going to be spent on a new training programme for the crew. Aspects of this new training programme are presentation and communication, analysis skills, conflict skills, customer service skills, language skills, knowledge of exhibitions, exchanges, links with other departments, and I.T. 

BALTIC resources include studio sessions, talks and tours, outreach where we have curators going out into schools, pod-casts, DVDs, the library and archive, and the public events programme. Moreover we are up dating our teachers’ resources for example our ‘Question Kit’ which uses questioning in order to create understanding. 
Presentation 2
Catherine Cartmell: Volunteer Co-ordinator at Glasgow Museums
Using Volunteers to Interpret Collections.

Background

We have been using volunteers to interpret in our museums for the last twenty years. They do everything form initial research to developing and planning resources, interpreting collections, and evaluations. 

With 218 guides, education volunteers, marketing and evaluation volunteers, and advisers from minority groups who help us interpret the collections.

Why should we involve volunteers?
It is a common misconception that volunteers are unskilled workers, just giving up their time. This is not the case as volunteers have a wide range of skills. For example language skills, they bring a different perspective, they are good at widening our audiences and they add diversity. Volunteers have the luxury of focusing on one task, so that tasks you would like to have done can finally be completed. They can always do tours, and the Saturday art club at the Gallery of Modern Art couldn’t run without them. They can help make things run smoothly and be an effective tool. 
When involving volunteers think about: 
1) Proactive planning. 

Think about what they want to achieve, how they want to achieve it, does the volunteer have the skills to do the task, how do you equip them with these skills and when do you want your volunteer to do it. 

2) Effective recruitment.
We are able to place thirty percent of people who apply to volunteer with us. We have a recruitment process in place which enables us to do this. 

3) Make them part of a team.
These are your front line staff so it is important to make them feel part of your gallery. 

4) Effective supervision

It is important that you supervise your volunteers, so that you are getting the interpretation that you are after. 
5) Systems in place to deal with issues that arise.
This deals with issues of complaints for both volunteers and staff. We have policies and guide lines that state what we expect from them and what they can expect from us. 

Saturday Art Club
This is a main-stream on-going programme. The aim of the club is provide a time where parents can come in with their child and engage with the artwork, through activities like printmaking and collage. Activities link back to the exhibitions are happening in the gallery. We have a pool of eighteen volunteers that come in and who commit to one Saturday a month plus their training programme. We recruit these volunteers two to three times a year and we do it in batches of six or seven. Our training programme consists of: an introduction to the Saturday art club, child protection and ice breaker sessions. 

Where there is any in-house training the volunteers are invited along which makes them aware that there is a wider education team in Glasgow Museums outside of the gallery of Modern Art. We also have a skill sharing day so that the volunteers can all learn from each other as some are practising artists. 

Successes and Celebrations
Many of our volunteers come to us looking for experience in galleries, which is a success for us. But this means that we have a high turnover of volunteers so to get over this we have regular recruitment to keep the numbers steady. 
Also 94% of the volunteers said that they had gained new skills and 95% said they had gained new skills for future careers which is also a success for us. 
Gallery of Modern Art guides
We recruit two to three times a year and in their interviews they are asked to do a presentation of their favourite objects. This gives us an idea of their enthusiasm and passion for art.

We are trying to get away from the traditional modes of walking and talking. We have some guides who help with the selecting and assist in the interviews. The training is four sessions long with homework. During this time the guides shadow a curator on a tour and have group discussions about the objects, about the exhibitions, about what makes a good tour and how to interpret the objects. After this the guides are then evaluated first by their peers and then they are evaluated on tour. We are going to bring in spot checks on guides by the museum staff 

Successes and Celebrations 

The guides find the work fulfilling, and overcome challenges they face, for instance explaining to tourist about sectarianism, the reformation and other such tricky subjects. 

Future issues and plans

We are working with Deaf Connections, who have given us four partially deaf guides and we are training them to do tours which are booked out to their capacity. Deaf Connections are also giving us other signers to help in the gallery.  

Questions and answer session with Catherine Cartmell:

Q. Where do you look for volunteers and where do you advertise for them?
A. well we are looking to diversify our volunteer audience, and we work with agencies who work with people who are looking to volunteer. People who have an interest like colleges and universities plus we get a lot of people through the website.

Q. How do you use the experience of your volunteer staff?

A. Trainees are buddied up with a guide, so they can pass on their knowledge and share the practical side of their job. 

Q. Why do you keep your volunteers for two years?

A. Teams are aware that we will interview every two years and that they are welcome to apply again. They might not always be chosen again, but they will still remain on our books.

Q. Why did you choose to do it this way, why 16 people?

A. Because you will always find that you will lose people to different things along the years. It is expensive to put people through all the checks and 16 is a number we can handle. 
Q. Do you contract your artists for the two-year period?

A. No there isn’t a contract as such, we are just lucky that so many people want to work with us. We also try to get a balance of artists with different skills, which we ask for during our interviews. 

Q. Does it make a difference if your guides are practising artists?

A. Artists do bring a different perspective to the gallery, but those that aren’t practising artists are just as good. Everyone who wants to be a guide wants to be there because they want to engage with contemporary art, so they are all very enthusiastic.  

Presentation 3
Andrew Dodds: Gallery Assistant Coordinator, DCA

Sarah Derrick: Head of Education, DCA
Louisa: Gallery Assistant, DCA

Claire: Gallery Assistant, DCA 
The team is managed by the Exhibitions Department, and the DCA is currently going through organisational change. The way a department is organised can heavily effect what you can do. Our communications team have been restructured and now encompass the Visitor Services team, the Front of House team, the Central Assistance team who move the furniture, the Box Office staff, and the ushers in the cinema, etc. This has allowed communication to flow better amongst the staff. 
Andrew Dodds
We have about five or six exhibitions each year and each show lasts about two months. Our Gallery staff run the day to day running of the exhibitions, where we use a number of interpretive tools. We use printed text, text panels, the information room which has video and reading material and we employ specialists to do gallery talks. So it is very important for our gallery assistants to have a broad knowledge base.
We have a small team where everyone is part time, and all gallery assistants are graduates in the visual arts and are practising artists. We have a turn over of every two years, so that the group can develop as a team.  And it is important that we encourage the staff to bring their skill and backgrounds to the job. 

Louisa (Gallery Assistant)
The DCA have given me the chance to do a lot of many things. The DCA have allowed me the flexibility to go away and work on other projects, for instance the DCA let me go to Tokyo for a month to do research for my own practice. It is great that they can let me do this. I can therefore bring all this background knowledge of my experiences into the galleries at the DCA. 

Andrew Dodd
Why do we call our team gallery assistants? This is because we want Gallery assistants to act as interpretation tools, where they are proactive and think about what people want and what they need. We heavily rely on our staff to engage with the public as well as help with the day to day running of the gallery. 

The services team are very important to us. With our new department shuffle we have a clearer understanding of what people are doing across the DCA and should create an environment where we can get together and learn from each other.
We have talks with the curators before the beginning of every new show, so that the Gallery Assistants can pass this knowledge on to the public and have a clearer understanding of the exhibitions. 
Claire

I work on the installation team, so I get to see how the whole thing comes together. I also work on the education team, which is insightful as I learn what the public are thinking when engaging with the art in the galleries. 
Andrew Dodds 

As our gallery assistants are already practicing artists, we do not provide training on the art. We pair our gallery assistants up so that they can learn from each other. It is about how you can tailor what an assistant says to the audience which is a good and personal way for sharing knowledge. 

Questions to the DCA:

Q. How do you keep people for two years and what makes them stay?
A. We are so flexible and accommodating that the assistants feel they can stay this long. It is also important to make the assistants feel part of a team so that they care about the job and want to stay on. It is also important to involve the assistants in other aspects in the gallery because of the boredom that may occur whilst they are doing things like standing on the gallery floor invigilating. 

Q. How do you link the gallery assistants with the education team?

A. The education programme works in conjunction with the gallery programme, which helps to link both sides up. Now that the DCA have been restructured, it has allowed the communication to flow better, so that our front line staff can inform the heads at the top and their knowledge is not wasted.    

Discussion Groups Feedback Session:

The groups were asked to come up with key points from the day. 
First Group:

1) The energy that you spend on your staff is rewarded. 
2) Many of us are from very small institutions so it may be a good idea to pool our training. 
3) It is important to think about how we can support staff that are new graduates, perhaps supplying a new route from the colleges to the museums and how we can enable more training in this way.  
4) Technologies are an important issue. There is huge potential for it, for instance perhaps galleries can set up archival pod casts. Technology can also be used as a tool for training and passing on information from one staff group to another. 
5) Other means of interpretation that are not language based, to focus on visual communication. For example colour charts that you take around the gallery to help you to interpret what you are looking at. 
Second Group:

1) Thinking about potential staff and how to train them and keep their knowledge within the institution. 
2) How to provide gallery staff with other tasks, so that they stay on and learn more and not get bored in their gallery assistant roles. 
3) Meetings across organisations with their front of line staff to share their knowledge and investing in artists to inform the audiences would be a good idea. Visits and shadowing members of the gallery staff and trips to other galleries to see how they function would be insightful.  
4) How to improve the core team to communicate with the rest of the gallery and how this would make them feel part of a team. 

Third Group:

1)        We discussed recruitment and training for the role of gallery assistants and how inviting artists to engage with audiences would be good. 
2)        Peer to peer training is a valuable tool. 
3)        How you can coax those guards in traditional roles into interpretation roles. 
4)        Treating artists better in giving them more support as an interface to aid the      gallery’s engagement with the audience. 
5)        Make the volunteer feel like a member of staff, make their job feel like a proper job.  
6)        We also questioned how to measure the impact on the audience, thinking about      evaluation reports, feed back forms, feed back post cards and blogs and how we can feed this all back into the organisation. 

Questions for Speakers’ Panel:
Q.       As an engage event how will they follow up these sessions?

A.       On the engage website there is an opportunity for people to share their experiences. engage need to go away and think of practical ways of how we can follow all this up. It would be great for exchanges to happen between galleries in Scotland and England, to go on trips to see how other galleries work. 

Chair’s Closing Remarks:

Maybe it’s not a case of know your enemy, but know your army. You need to provide your armies with the tools to equip your gallery, valuing the resources that you already have, and to invest in them. 
Report prepared by Nadia Thondrayen, University of St Andrews and edited by Sarah Yearsley, engage Scotland Coordinator. May 2007
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