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As an artist, a former teacher and an academic I see educational opportunity in the visual arts as part of a continuum with meaningful connections made by the young serving to stimulate further adult interest in exploration and challenge. This initial interest in the subject may develop into a diverse range of personal creative participation or alternatively and, most importantly, informed audiences. 

Sadly, however, the art and design experience in UK schools is in rapid decline. In primary schools it has largely lost its way with little opportunity for pupils and less opportunity for staff to understand some of the guiding principles of this discipline. The once advisory service for professional development in the art/design field has largely disappeared and with it the inspirational element of what it is to be art/design educated. 

Having taught the ‘subject’, ‘discipline’ or ‘area of experience’ for over 40 years I have seen the benefits of a progressive, liberal and liberating attitude towards the contribution that the subject can make to pupils’, students’ learning. Pitted against this there has been a significant growth in the perceived need for utilitarian accountability based on economic factors. These polarities have always been a dimension of the educational debate and for the subject these are well documented in the history of Art Schools (Design Schools) of the past. 

What’s happening?

The debate in education is as long as it is complex. Having personal association with the principles of the progressive movement in education and these liberal traditions I have been a long time advocate of a breadth of experience and thoughtful collaboration in the process of learning. Global competitiveness and economic considerations have unfortunately threatened developments in creative thinking in favour of an increasingly utilitarian view of the purpose and function of education.  Ironically, the narrowing of the school curriculum and the increasing emphasis on testing have achieved little as demonstrably we have lost status in the international performance comparisons for numeracy, literacy and science. The creative industries, in contrast, have been acknowledged in the recent past as major contributors to global entrepreneurship, but is this sustainable if not part of the school experience and post compulsory education? 

Aligning professional perspectives with the canon of the ‘whole child’ and a ‘child-centeredness’ the work of Dewey, Coyle, Kolb, Lindeman and Rogers has influenced many in education and their contribution is traceable in later curriculum models developed by David Boud and Donald Schön. In this regard my views and opinions have been frequently outside of the main stream dominance in curriculum change, as I continued to advocate genuine creative exploration over misleading indicators such as assessment success. This position led to many problems, particularly in the 1990’s, when the powerful message, even within the National Society for Art and Design, was that success in terms of National Curriculum inclusion required art/design education to be broadly the same as other subjects. The logic of this did not appear consistent with the cultural history of the subject but compliance and acceptance swayed the balance and almost all believed that the subject’s future was best served by commonality rather than difference.

The mechanism for change in the 1990’s was to establish order through a hierarchy of provision with ‘core subjects’ and ‘foundation subjects’. To create policy through selective consultation resulted in working parties that were shaping content rather than questioning the very premise of the debate. Many of the policy makers working with, or for, the government shared a similar position to our current incumbents in that they needed to act quickly and make an impact. This haste, however, seemed to be inconsistent with the established understanding that educational goals/outcomes are, by their very nature, slow to realise. Michael Gove’s (current Minister for Education) interest in re-creating a system that is familiar to him (based presumably on his own school experiences) is disappointing but understandable as ministers usually have little knowledge or experience of practice (teaching) and frequently little understanding of theory. What they generally have is a narrow view based on economics and the ideology of ‘usefulness’. Here art/design has low status as its contribution is thought peripheral to the extrinsic aims identified in numeracy, literacy and science (core subjects). 

Worryingly, that which can be more easily measured is thought to be more valuable. 

So called ‘cultural capital’, ‘social traditions’, ‘forms of representation’ are all intrinsic dimensions associated with feelings and subjectivity and can easily be marginalised. Feelings and their importance in art/design education is well articulated by David Best in his book entitled, The Rationality of Feeling, reissued by Routledge in 2011, and it has particular relevance here. With little regard to evidence or experience, policy makers consistently circumvent teachers and theorists and predictably insist on a linear process of testable propositional knowledge. The real situation is that education happens when it is least expected and pupils respond badly to the logic of a production line (remember the ‘hidden curriculum’?). Children and students are aware of the effectiveness of intervention and they know the teachers who engage through a genuine interest in their subject. Arguably this enriching pedagogical contribution is associated with a degree of nurturance and personal development which in my opinion distinguishes these specialist teachers (artists) from those who simply follow a script. It seems axiomatic to suggest that the teaching profession is becoming more utilitarian in its aspirations and priorities but this is a very dangerous and an increasingly normalising trend. A good example here is teacher training which has become, in recent years, more generic and more about delivery than questioning and analysis. Incidentally, in 2011, the places for art and design teacher training have been drastically reduced continuing a pattern of revised projections, based on perceived requirements. The subject being affectively down graded (see Teacher Training Agency (TTA) statistics via www.education.gov.uk/get-into-teaching). 

Change in education and particularly in the art/design is an incremental process born of critique, valuing personal success and recognising the qualities discernible in others.

 Digital technology and the information society have a vital role to play in making this art/design experience personally relevant and extending the confines of the classroom beyond any prevailing dogma. Social networks have great cache in the wider community but according to our research few in education (especially art/design education) have capitalised on how this may be used to develop alternative rationales and personal interests. For over twenty years Pete Worrall (co-researcher) and I have provided workshops that engage pupils/students with the available technologies, in order to challenge orthodoxy and predictable curriculum content. (See Indicative samples: www.wholearthmedia.com). In the 21st century the agenda is global, the goal is personally relevant learning and impersonal testing has no justifiable place. 

On-going research has indicated a degree of inertia in the teaching of art/design and that the further decline of its status is associated with this climate of imposed ideology and standardised testing. Real learning is untidy; it does not follow the same rules or patterns for every child, student, so clarity of judgement should be about the description of this achievement rather than graded performance. The educational system itself is constantly in a state of flux and the grades awarded have little consistency and no absolute standard.

Another statement of the obvious is that teachers are the principle ‘change agents’ and this important resource requires motivation and stimulus. Imposed solutions for curriculum change have never sustained as significant developments and we can see this evidenced in the ebb and flow of past decades. Improvements in teaching and learning are invariably experiments undertaken by committed teachers in particular contexts with their findings disseminated, often informally. There appears to be considerable consensus in the stream of publications about art/design in education but the most convincing is informed by practitioners  scrutinising what they may reluctantly accept as the ‘theory’ behind their practice. Here links across traditional subject boundaries have been most enlightening with examples of art/design contributing to the dynamics of broadening learning opportunities. All too often, however, the schools inspection process (Office for Standards in Education) has dampened such creative initiatives and ‘labelled’ teachers and their respective pupils with a grading system that can stultify confidence and inhibit expectations. 

A demoralised staff conforms, disillusioned pupils comply and the more creative disciplines decline in proportion to their perceived value.

Art/design education will return again, I have every confidence, but presently the situation is dire. The hope is that we can move to a broader view of the art/design as personally relevant in extending ideas about self, developing physical/ intellectual articulation and broadening the social context through supportive networks. If art/design disappears as an important component of the school experience then a vibrant vehicle for critique and alternative thinking will also be lost. 

