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Equal research: Changing attitudes amonst young people

Last year I was commissioned by engage to investigate the perceptions and attitudes of young people in schools and universities with regard to work in galleries. 

I visited five schools and six universities in different parts of the country. 
Most of the young people I talked to thought that a job in a gallery would be boring and dull. They thought that they would have to stand around all day, to look at the same objects, to give talks about the same objects, and to tell people to be quiet, and not to run, and so on. 

One remarked that,

“ you just think of those people who sit in the rooms in a corner, and if you take a picture they tell you off”.

Even when it was explained to them that other activities take place behind the scenes – there is more to working in a gallery than being an invigilator – this was still their overriding impression. Many of the actual jobs were a bit of a mystery to them – even when their teachers were quite knowledgeable about galleries.

One of the schools I went to never took their students to galleries. The art teacher told me later that she was so ashamed by the replies of her group, that she was arranging to take them after the Easter holidays. So she thought my visit had an effect!"

Another school I went to was a private girls’ school. The pupils thought that if they went into gallery work they would be aiming for the top posts. They imagined they would be running the gallery. Basically they assumed that education jobs in galleries would be badly paid and lacking in prestige. And this group included an Asian and a Black student.

On the plus side, none of the pupils indicated that they thought there would be any personal barriers that would discourage them from pursuing this choice of career. There was no suggestion that galleries or museums were the preserve of a certain culture or class.

As you might expect, pupils in schools that were 'arts specialist schools', had rather positive views about a career in the arts. 

At the universities I found the tutors to be keen to promote diversity on their courses, but they were conscious that their student intake did not reflect the ethnic balance of the cities in which they were based – Manchester, Birmingham, Sheffield, Newcastle and London. It was easy to see where the student population was not representative of the ethnic make-up of the local population, but less easy to get a grip on other forms of disadvantage, socio-economic disadvantage, for example. 

The questionnaires I had prepared for the students were framed to elicit information about their knowledge and opinions about, careers in galleries and in gallery education. Many BA Fine Art students expressed an interest in gallery education, but did not know much about it. Most thought it did not pay well, and some said they did not want to teach, especially not large groups of children. Some of the Arts Management students thought it was not a sufficiently prestigious or well-remunerated career to be worth aiming for. The MA Fine Art students were were curious about freelance work in galleries but not about full-time work. Their priority was to make a career for themselves as artists and many of them were more interested in curating than in other kinds of gallery work.

The tutors were asked for their opinions about the diversity of the student intake on arts courses, and some touched on the high drop-out rate – Disadvantaged students were more likely to fall by the wayside. They felt that student fees would further discourage potential recruits from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

I found that tutors in art colleges were rather vague about gallery education as a career, and only one was really interested (and she was an artist who had worked in gallery education).  All expressed an interest in receiving information about post-graduate courses related to careers in galleries to pass on to their students. All of them had close relationships with galleries and many worked closely with gallery education staff.

In general, I found that there was an interest among students in gallery education work, but the low salary levels were a discouraging factor. Its relatively low status of gallery education work is a negative factor. Black and Asian young people are not choosing Fine Art or History of Art when they select their subjects for university (and this includes the considerable number who are not from disadvantaged backgrounds). 

There are, of course, serious and complex barriers to increasing diversity in the gallery workforce – issues around class, culture and education. Across the country there are not all that many jobs in galleries, and there is great competition for the ones that exist. Good qualifications are needed for jobs that usually don’t pay well and don’t have a high status. 

A survey published last year by the Museums Association revealed that museum and gallery staff earn significantly less than all equivalent professions and many earn less in real terms than they did 15 years ago. There is some evidence that the growing interest in museum careers from people with poorer social backgrounds and from ethnic minorities is being blocked by the harsh financial realities of a career in museums, and the same, of course, is true for galleries.

The problem ”isn’t just about colour, it’s about class’. These are the words of Diran Adebayo, a Black writer who was discussing similar issues in the publishing industry. He went on to say that
“We need to get a more diverse range of people into {publishing} and to do  that we’ll have to offer more money. The ethos of doing a cultural, creative job that pays badly but which you do because you love it is a very white, middle class one. The black world was a working class place until quite recently, so black people are reluctant to do a job that pays very little. They want to earn some money.”

Clearly things need addressing at an earlier stage: 
It is essential is to persuade a more diverse range of school pupils to choose the arts as a career. If they and their teachers can receive more up-to-date knowledge about what actually goes on in art schools and in arts management courses then more pupils are likely to see the relevance of career opportunities in the arts. It seems inevitable that schools with Specialist Arts Status will lead the way.

A particular feature of these schools is the requirement to clarify and develop pathways into Higher Education. One school I visited recently, had tutors and designers working in the school, who came from some of the colleges that make up the University of the Arts London. The Head of Art thought that professional artists and designers made good role models. He said that,

“The presence of professional artists and designers raises the status of art and design with parents – which is vital because many parents ask, ‘but what can you do with art?’ 

The pupils in this school were nearly all from Asian backgrounds and had a lot of parental support, but many of the parents were quite unaware of the range of careers available in the creative arts. What happens in school is crucial to a student’s decision, but this may not outweigh family influence, so it is important to have a strategy to help parents to see that unfamiliar professions might well make a suitable career for their children.

Some school pupils seem to think that placements in galleries would help them to understand what goes on behind the scenes. 

University students were also interested in placements but since many of them were working several days a week they found it difficult to appreciate the value of unpaid work in galleries. (Tutors complain that few students are really doing full-time courses, since they are so busy earning money.) If Gallery placements could be paid or sponsored in some way this would really make a difference.

One possibility, of which I have had some experience, is to organise events directed at the Professional Development needs of art students at an early stage. I devised three, free half–day events aimed at Fine Arts students entitled, How I got here – artists and galleries. 

In order to make the idea of the event more appealing to young art students, I slightly finessed gallery ‘education’ and stressed the word ‘galleries’: ‘Find out how working in galleries could be a vital part of your post-college plans’. ‘Galleries are a great place for artists to work, to network, to teach, to become part of the gallery system, and to make work…’ I think the attendance of students might not have been as good if the publicity had zoned in on ‘gallery education’ too soon.  


Although the events were arranged at quite short notice, they fitted into existing Professional Development programmes and the college lecturers I contacted were immediately enthusiastic. They saw the project as something that their students needed and would find valuable. 
The artists and gallery educators who participated in the event talked about their experience of working in gallery education and about the wider opportunities it opened up – and about how it helped them to survive after they left art college.

It was extremely rewarding to get the positive reaction of many students after the sessions and to discover that the event ‘had connected things up’ for them. One said that she, 

‘hadn’t made the link before with {her} own practice, life after college, and the potential in working in galleries’.

An example of the kind of project that galleries can develop to open the field to a more diverse workforce is provided by the FACT Centre in Liverpool. 

A group of Year 12 students visited FACT for a tour that explained the various functions of its public spaces, cinemas and galleries, as well as with the production facilities ‘behind the scenes’ and the office spaces on the top floor.  A discussion led by the Head of the Department looked at job opportunities and potential careers paths available at FACT and other visual arts institutions. Feedback from the visit was very positive from both students and the accompanying teacher.  [A week later two of the students returned to FACT for a two-day work-experience placement. Their schedule enabled them to get a detailed insight into the day-to-day operations of the centre as well as an opportunity to meet the external creative industries agencies with which FACT works. Feedback both from the group visit and from that of the two students suggests that it was a very useful experience for everyone.

Many other initiatives are in the pipeline: Some art schools are developing the idea of an audience beyond the traditional art world. This might mean the Internet or working with non-art audiences.  Some colleges in London are make efforts to attract students from Inner London secondary schools with a diverse intake.

Things are certainly changing, and one art school tutor said,

“I think it’s very exciting where things are at the moment in gallery education compared to when I started working. The status of the artist within that field has shifted quite a lot, and I think students are starting to see that in a new way. Their practice is dealing with a lot of the stuff that you would deal with in an education programme. They are using audiences in a very different way. It’s a good time to re-evaluate how these artists or students start integrating with the gallery system in different ways.”

To conclude, I would suggest that diversifying the gallery education workforce will involve a range of solutions: we need to raise the profile of gallery education in galleries; to put it on the agenda in schools and universities; to educate school pupils about the creative industries; and to tell more young people about galleries as a career option whatever cultural, ethnic or economic background  they come from. 



