Comments by Phyllida Shaw, facilitator

Our arts education practice may lead the world, but how sustainable is it? 

1. Talking and working with others 

A key to the long-term future of our arts education practice is to talk and work with others. This message recurred throughout the day. Vivienne Bennett spoke of how Arts Council England (ACE) favoured working more closely with the other national Arts Councils and through her presentation demonstrated how ACE has recently begun working with National Trust.  

Delegates heard that ACE, Museums, Libraries and Archives (MLA), Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) and Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) are working together more than ever before, and that providers of Initial Teacher Education are forming a network linked to the Teaching Outside the Classroom initiative, which enables organisations to host teacher trainees on placement, through its website http://www.teachingoutsidetheclassroom.com.
A report published by the Clore Duffield Foundation and partners on 27 April 2009 encourages cultural organisations and other organisations working with young people to work more closely together. It is called Get It: The Power of Cultural Learning http://www.cultureandlearning.org.uk 
2. Addressing the unevenness in provision 

While new schemes try to address unevenness in provision the issue of lack of parity remains. Creative Partnerships was piloted in the poorest areas of England, then rolled out to more areas. Find Your Talent (http://www.findyourtalent.org) is being piloted in just ten regions although there were, according to Stephanie Hall, at least 30 excellent bids. Find Your Talent aims to offer young people opportunities across artforms but here too there is unevenness, with some of the pilot, or ‘pathfinder’ areas better resourced than others to deliver across the Board. 

Stephanie invited anyone with an idea to get in touch by emailing her at mailto:stephanie.hall@cceengland.org.
3. Words, language and meaning

There was a lot of discussion about the importance of learning to communicate with children and young people in order to engage their long-term interest in galleries and museums. But perhaps one of the more memorable insights of the day was when Paul Clark, Director of Children’s Services at Harrow Borough Council, reminded delegates that those of us working in the cultural sector need to learn how to communicate with those of us who work in other sectors. He described the experience of being part of a discussion where he had understood the words, but not the language. He had understood the sounds, but not the meaning. 

4. Spreading the benefit

Paul Clark suggested that there a tendency to assume that the participants in a gallery education project or programme (he referred to them as ‘the core’) are the only people who matter, but emphasised that unless the lessons learned from that interaction are shared more widely than the immediate participants, we have missed an opportunity. To make our work sustainable we need to take every opportunity to share what we know, what we got right and what we got wrong. 

5. Keeping track of the changing landscape

The Briefing Day gave delegates a lightning tour of that landscape, demonstrating how fast its layout and texture can change – sometimes in radical ways, sometimes in minor ways. Whatever the nature and degree of change it is vital to know about it and what it might mean for us individually and collectively, so that we can respond. The better you know the landscape, the more likely you are to thrive in it. 

Lesley Butterworth of NSEAD provided a rapid summary of the changes in the secondary curriculum (though it is not expected that these will be fully implemented until 2025) and of the key points of the Primary Review (to be implemented in 2011). Both may be subject to change after the next General Election. She also encouraged delegates to look at the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation-funded Cambridge Primary Review, which puts forward an interesting alternative scenario. She drew attention to a report published by Ofsted on 24 April 2009, Drawing Together: art, craft and design in schools, http://www.ofsted.gov.uk, which highlights the role of galleries and museums in supporting the teaching of art, craft and design in 90 primary and 90 secondary schools, 2005 – 2008. The report mentions engage and its programmes as contributing positively to developing sustained relationships between galleries and schools and to enabling meaningful learning experiences beyond the classroom.
Talking about Local Area Agreements (LAAs), Sue Grace acknowledged that those who had worked for some years in and with local government could see that LAAs reflected many familiar principles of previous partnership-based initiatives. The key for cultural organisations is to know how to position the activity in which we are already engaged in the context of the LAA. 

Sally Manser reminded us that the users of the ‘services’ of gallery and museum education departments are not all equally knowledgeable or confident in their ability to choose with whom to work. 

Speakers thought in general that the changes in the landscape are likely to continue at a rapid pace over the next two years as a General Election approaches and then passes. Making sure we are knowledgeable and involved is vital to the wellbeing and to the evolution of our practice.  

With thanks to Phyllida Shaw



