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Thursday 11th May 2006: The Conference challenge…

Session chaired by Paul Brennan. A4 Chair 

Paul welcomed delegates and introduced the context for the conference.

Paul reminded conference that the programme would build on the Worcester experience, held in May 2005. The creation of extended discussion groups was thought important to access the ‘expertise in the room’ and Paul promulgated a philosophy of active doing based on his belief that  ‘the more you do the more you get’. Paul used the analogy of language learning (Italian) and used past childhood, negative experience, to illustrate his point that inhibited confidence undermines the belief in learning.  Kids learn through the doing and a mixture of cognitive/sub-conscious awareness. The challenge, for the conference, was one of ‘listening to our learned colleagues’ and reflecting on the issues that undermine confidence – ‘I can learn’. 

Prior to the conference itself, email exchanges had focused on the reported ‘over use of leveling, at KS3’, and the mixed findings of regional and national bodies, including the A4 association.

Session 1.    The Present…. 

Ian Middleton HMI: HMI Ofsted view of Contemporary Issues in Art and Design

A review of present practice in the subject and the issues that need to be addressed. 

Session chaired by Andrew Mutter

Ian presented an elegant and well-constructed paper detailing the agenda as far as Ofsted was concerned.

Ofsted, he affirmed, has had a challenging year with Section 10 changes and the related use of this data. He reported that ‘the bar has been raised, but there remained strong interest in the balance of reporting and celebrating schools success. His PowerPoint presentation charted the differences in the sampling process (60 schools – two weeks notice) and that national data would be collected and disseminated annually in April. Over the next three years the material would be used as the basis of an 'in-depth report’ and it should provide a reliable ‘snap shot of the subject’. The new framework was more rigorous and unashamedly data driven. What was gaining increasing attention was this data so colleagues need to be more systematic in compiling this material. The point was made that ‘attainment on entry to KS3 was largely assumed by art teachers. Ofsted, he stated, was now organised into three regions north, middle and south and generalised provision, resources etc, could be extrapolated from the findings. Ian stressed the view that Ofsted was continuously and relentlessly in a state of change and spending less time in, demonstrably highly achieving schools (based on ‘core’ data), may impact on the scrutiny art, craft and design provision. Ian reminded colleagues that the Children’s Act and Every Child Matters drove the agenda.

Pursuing the enjoyment/achievement interface, sampling narratives (pupils accounts) reported during inspection, revealed that take up of the subject as an option in year nine, was largely due to decisions made on the value of the subject before entry to secondary school. According to this survey there was little evidence of pupils opting for art on the basis of KS3 exposure. The positive features, as earlier findings, tend to favour self assessment strategies, first hand experiences, stimulating environments, out of school experiences (galleries, public spaces) and the creative use of outside agencies in supporting confidence and general well-being. It appeared axiomatic that subject leadership and resource provision was central to this balanced provision with some indication that the ‘most able were not always sufficiently challenged’. Negative trends indicated concern for progression, in that content seemed a little predictable ‘seeing the same in all schools’.

Common difficulties in providing the right balance of experience pointed to ‘limited three- dimensional work’ and patchy ICT opportunities. Predictability, teachers often missed the challenge by choosing a limited range of artists, often ignoring craft and design contextual stimulus. Looking for the idiosyncratic and the edginess of complex ideas was being actively promoted (contemporary practice as a catalyst for thinking, questing and employing the language of the discipline). Some of the weakest observed teaching was reported to be in upper Key Stage 2, with some pupils having negative or indifferent opinion about the subject prior to secondary entry. Schools, it was observed, had become quite isolated and insular about professional development courses and updating practice. 

Evidence existed to suggest that there was limited scope for sharing and reflecting on practice from elsewhere. Discussion with pupils during inspection frequently exposed weaknesses in assessment strategies with individuals not always understanding/appreciating the marking systems. Crucially, despite all the research on different learners, primary and secondary teachers seldom identified these considerations in planning materials. Ian stressed that this aspect needed to be addressed quite urgently in both Initial Teacher Training (ITT) and Continuing Professional Development (CPD). Teachers’ expanding subject knowledge was seen as ‘key’ and with representation from such a broad field of specialist knowledge ‘topping up’ was essential. On balance, specialist teaching was considered a strength in secondary schools and relied on a personal depth of knowledge and a passion for disseminating skills, knowledge and understanding. It was observed that the process of generating portfolios of course work required a high level of commitment from pupils and that some opted out of GCSE returning at A/S level. Creativity in art, craft and design had been tacitly assumed and there remained a need to better articulate and exemplify ‘the what and the where’ in supporting claims. Other subject areas are rapidly encroaching on the promotion of the creativity agenda and all teachers need a clear understanding.

Specifically in secondary schools, weaknesses were seen as ranging from insufficient clarity in key skills teaching to encouraging personal expression. Many schools provided a predictable and static course and this was threatening claims to breadth of curriculum provision. While there are clear CPD implications for provision, boys’ underachievement was singled out as a major issue in that it represented the most distinctive difference across the subject range. Subject teaching, it was stressed, needed to demonstrate its contribution to the ‘Every Child Matters’ agenda. Perceptions of the subject as essentially ‘enjoyable’ may contribute to adopting safe practice and circumventing contributions to issues related to emotional/morale investigation, health, equality and bullying. In the current climate, some colleagues felt that ‘out -of-school experiences’ were too risky, but learning to behave and work in public spaces remained an extremely valuable element and should be pursued (gallery/museums etc). The use of props and artefacts was seen to intensify listening and supported the quality of specialist language. Environmental factors clearly had a bearing on the development of Life Skills but subject specialists did not always articulate these.

Question – Is there a tension between entitlement and distinction and does this contribute to fewer quality lessons at the end of each key stage?

Symposium 1:

Conference divided into four groups and reflected on the issues identified and the questions posed by the speaker. Each group initially alighted on issues of pertinent importance to group members and a digest of the four groups responses served to indicate the issues identified. 

Overview of issues raised in groups

Group 1

Spontaneous questions/observations drew attention to the subject’s title (Art, Craft, and Design) and the need to initiate learning in these various disciplines and fields.

Reference was made to the Crafts Council’s rolling programme of school-based presentations. There was a collective concern for the appropriation and duplication of aspects of textiles teaching and design. Some schools evidently only reflected engagement in ‘fine art practice’ to the detriment of craft and design.

Group 2

This group largely focused on boy’s underachievement and considered relevance and engagement with issues of personal interest. Subject knowledge necessitated a personal development process (InSet issue). ‘Out of school experience’ appeared to offer additional connections with film and games industries identifying likely sources for cross curricular/cultural links. Strategies for personal development focused on sustained interest, perseverance and research skills. The use of diverse reference to the cultural industries was seen to support pathways into employment, through the direct relationship between ideas, engagement and economic opportunities.

Group 3

The focus here was initially the transition period and how Advanced Skills Teachers (AST's) could facilitate the process. The relationship between – funding and achievement was thought significant with more empirical research required. There appeared to be strong correlation between school funding (Head teachers/Governors support) and restricting the potential breadth of the subject.  Regional and local collaboration between primary and secondary schools provided opportunities for creative partnerships built around the skill sharing process. Here, auditing what was available could provide something of a ‘hub of knowledge’

Group 4

There was a further need to promote the entitlement provision for years 5 and 6 (Artsmark). Strong leadership was required to offset the problems created by Standard Assessment Tasks (SATS) as the subject is largely abandoned over the period, even in schools where it represents a distinctive contribution. Pressure points were identified with evidence of the subject being squeezed. What stops things happening? What happens elsewhere?

For this group, leadership proved important with the trust to release individuals – transfer of ownership of ideas. Restore confidence in decision-making – grassroots (ITT) and leadership/management. Comfort was taken in the fact that HMI and QCA seemed to be supporting risk initiatives.  

Plenary 1:   

Outcomes from the symposium were posted as a conference ‘paste up’ of highlights. Points triggered spontaneous exchanges and consolidated views/opinions. The groups reflected on how the association (A4) could best strategize to extend its sphere of influence in regaining teachers’ confidence in their own professionalism

Group 1 response.

•
How coherent is art, craft and design for all? Craft needs to be brought back to redress the balance –narrow curriculum

•
Art and design looses out to design and technology

•
Visual literacy needs a higher profile –what are the key skills?

•
Unique art and design contribution

•
Design (verb) to do.

•
Fine art practice. Map the distinction between design in art and design and design in design and technology.

Group 2 response

•
Option choices

•
KS2 time and quality of experience determines take up at KS3

•
Mapping content to the needs of learners and teachers – challenge

•
Prepare for creative industries –BTEC plus vocational emphasis. School Culture/ethos and the contribution of art design – CPD

•
How much emphasis is placed on encouraging personal investigation/personal development – stimulus for boys – interest and attainment

•
Coherence of KS3 entitlement – narrow coverage of NC. Progression issues

•
Craft – resource implications. Verbal written evidence of learning, indication of understanding. Need to rethink craft and design coverage and consider tension –design and technology

Group 3 response

•
How distinctive… meeting the needs

•
Understanding creativity across the curriculum – art, craft and design

•
Tracking case studies – articulate, exemplify distinction. Often art craft designs contribution is assumed but invisible in the curriculum.

•
Pupils having more responsibility – raise profile –learning styles

•
Tendency to focus on outcomes and celebration –rather than learning process (primary art)

•
The pedagogy of child centred learning – leading, mapping individual responses

•
All school community taking risks/problem solving 

•
Teaching within a framework that allows.

•
Barriers – Ofsted/GCSE – driving orthodoxy and narrowness in schools

•
Aims/objectives/ planning for the unexpected confidence – CPD

Group 4 response

•
How do we use levels/ what schools demand from teachers – unreasonable use of data?

•
We need to share our perceptions with other subject associations 

•
We have been given permission to develop our own guidance and models e.g. RSA – opening minds

•
Research and development – role of A4 essential – establish group to carry out this function 

Session 2.    The Future Curriculum…

Robin Widdowson   Art and Design Consultant at QCA 

QCA Futures in Art and Design: A 21st Century Curriculum

Session chaired by Tim Wilson

A national view of the developments to the curriculum over the next 10-20 years based upon the work of QCA. The role of art and design in the curriculum of the 21st century

Robin’s presentation provided a vision of a possible future and made reference to the profitable collaboration between interest groups, especially A4, in the process of review and reform (GCSE/KS3 reviews). He portrayed a view of the future of the subject in a rapidly evolving educational context. Stressing the fact that all initiatives within the Qualifications and Curriculum Agency (QCA) were ‘generic’ he indicated the problems and challenges as ‘common rather than discreet’. The enormity of the task requires serious reflection on holistic reforms such as school timetables and delivery systems. Illustrative of the difficulties for the subject he outlined the perception that coursework was generally considered problematic within the organisation and that examinations provided more reliable outcomes of learning. Conference immediately related to the implications for art, craft and design practice and there was a general resolve to resist changes that impacted on the distinctive and essential.  The value of coursework, Robin reiterated, would need to be strongly articulated and the case made for its retention and further development within the broad aims of reform (KS3 review). Outlining the rationale for the reduction of KS3 to two years caused some concern with colleagues struggling to reconcile the need for breadth and diversity in less time. The connectedness of the constituent parts of the subject was further developed with the need to strike a balance in terms of breadth and depth. Here Robin provided an interesting parallel drawn from geography teaching – ‘You can’t take the rivers out of geography so that you can concentrate on valleys’. 

Robin went on to indicate that there had been a great increase in the use of work sheets in the subject and that there was a pressing need to look at cross curricular overlap and opportunities for sharing. Teachers, needed to regain the confidence in their personal ability to assess, as pupils do not always understand the ‘valuing process’. Clearer connections could also be made regarding the relationship between their experience and the creative industries. Stressing the point that ‘the use of levels is a requirement for the end of KS3’, Robin questioned the wisdom in using them more frequently. What was palpable in schools was confusion between guidance and requirements and this needs to be addressed through building in improved planned opportunities for assessment. 

Broadly accepted by the speaker and conference was the concept that art, craft and design activity is often the context in which a range of learning takes place. Relevance, interest and ownership should have a central position. Here Robin, in relation to reported behavioural problems, evoked thoughts on  ‘operating outside of the comfort zone’ and reflected on such behaviour as being a possible ‘symptom of something’.

Within this new freedom agenda there was reference to ‘reflecting again on the big picture’, 

‘standing back - let things happen’, ‘the value in team working’ and the need to re-do the 

Programmes of Study. Providing opportunities for self-management may appear in conflict 

with the QCA interest in mapping the subjects across themes such as competence, creativity, culture and critical elements including revised thinking skills provision.

The mantra signalled the need for pupils to be encouraged to act as artists, craft workers and designers. Intelligent making required creative engagement and this presentation revealed that much of current teaching was based on the principle of ‘doing’ rather than understanding, evaluating and prioritising creative thought. Raising the game will require trust in those associated with monitoring the transition and accepting outcomes that are more difficult to measure. Both Ian and Robin expressed concern as to teacher’s perceptions of requirements and insisted that the big picture is exciting and far more open than the schools interpretation (guidance being confused as statutory requirements). 

What became increasingly clear was the inconsistent use of a title for our subject and this has implications for the mapping process and distinctive contribution. Colleagues pressed speakers in terms of the various use of the subject title and that recording the title ‘ART’ in official communication did not help when trying to promote diversity across Art, Craft and Design practice. Robin reiterated that all of the material featured in his PowerPoint presentation was speculative and a particular vision, and that ‘none of it was currently in place’. In conclusion Robin stated that, ‘schools will certainly have greater flexibility in how the curriculum is delivered’ and that the subject was in a ‘fairly good position’. With no future compulsion to teach subjects separately, the fact that you can ‘title the subject how you wish’ and that ‘time allocation was a matter for individual schools left delegates with much to discuss.

Symposium 2:

Conference divided again into four smaller groups to consider responses to the issues identified.  

Overview of Issues raised

Robin opened up the debate on perceptions of requirements and the flexibility of schools taking ownership. His main concern was to establish the importance of this art, craft and design role. To argue, as Ian put it, that there was distinction in our contribution. 

One of the main obstacles to a cognitivist construction of art, craft and design according to Robin, was the sharp distinction that is often drawn between thinking and doing.

The problems suggested that perhaps the wrong sort of grounding was being taught. Robin’s antipathy to ‘doing’ was reflected in his search for a value that transcended cultural variation and his natural thought was that such a value must be rooted in the shared experience.

Group 1

Discussion ranged across the deconstruction of the subject title and concern related to extending specialist opportunities in holistic learning environments. Making further connections between KS2/KS3 offered exciting opportunities but risked a dilution of specialist provision where KS2 models are trailed in KS3. Skills mapping offered opportunities to monitor such experimentation and ensure that the independent reflective aspects are clear.

(Appears clearer in KS2).

Group 2

Group two reflected on local interpretation within national expectations. The over frequent use of recorded ‘levels’ was creating difficulty. Members thought that QCA had created an impression that the 24 sub-levels needed to be used. All members reported real difficulties marking to levels with the allocated/ascribed levels used arbitrarily. Levels used as future determinants had clear value added implications. There were reported examples of schools required to level in the subject at intervals of half term and each term (KS3). MAG – minimal 

assessment grades – based on expectation to reach the targets – predictions rather than potential.

Group 3

Group 3 expressed concern about the likely interpretation of this new openness, and speculated that this could create more confusion. Such fundamental changes in the priority agenda was seen as having major implications for ITT and CPD. Colleagues speculated as to how head teachers may interpret this flexibility and asked how it may ameliorate the situation. Need for clarification on what is provided as learning opportunities. 

Group 4

Group 4 were keen to make clear the benefits of learning in Art/Craft/Design and how these benefits enrich individuals and support learning in other disciplines. They questioned whether many teachers could articulate a case for visual literacy that would be intelligible to school managers (head teachers/governors) Multi-faceted role of the teacher necessitated relating and responding to pupil’s needs, subject advocacy and skills assessments. If new learning environments replace schools what happens to the QCA?

Plenary 2:   

Outcomes from the symposium were recorded by assigned scribes and posted with Session 1 material. 

Group 1 response

•
Professional responsibility a good thing

•
Less successful art departments may loose entitlement under new system?

•
Need to identify unique contribution of art craft design before looking for opportunities to contribute across the curriculum.

•
Key skills in art design craft might end up being delivered elsewhere – the subject would loose out

•
What effect will increased ICT have on the curriculum provision?

•
ICT has real implications for both teachers and learners we need more information about ICT plans. 

•
What are the implications for teacher training of QCA framework? 

•
Teachers need to understand their role in managing the varying needs of learners.

Group 2 response

•
Isolation of teachers/ limited networking potential and insecurity in departing from working practice considered secure in examination output.

•
Self help – use of AST’s

•
Arts mark

•
Extend the sphere of influence – head teachers – budget/time issues

•
Website support/networks

Group 3 response

•
How does this presentation impact on thinking?

•
What one thing would you change in the statutory requirement?

•
Deconstruction of curriculum – example in Y7 where independence /citizenship is promoted outside of subject areas – as KS2 model

•
Development of key skills across the curriculum – skills map – learning – whole school ethos

•
Need for purposeful exploration without loss of depth in learning in a craft and design

•
More emphasis on knowledge and understanding (purpose) rather than the making

Group 4 response

•
QCA stuff is generic is this a concern

•
Focus on KS3 review

•
Coursework and examination tensions

•
Confusion in terms of statutory requirements and guidance

•
Subject boundaries questioned.

•
Focus on contemporary –starting point for learning

•
Across subjects – problem to solve

•
Relevance of cultural context of learning for all pupils

Session 3.    Art matters for every child…

Maggie Atkinson Director of Learning and Children and Director of Children’s Services Gateshead.

The power of the arts in the learning process and the development of young people in the context of integrated children’s services and the Every Child Matters agenda.

Session chaired by Paul Brennan. Chair of A4

Overview of Issues raised

Maggie’s presentation was in the form of a no-nonsense commitment to the plight of a child in potentially character forming and emotionally challenging, environments. Essentially she was encouraging all, to raise the game, in terms of commitment and return to a highbred form of child centeredness. Redolent of many provocateurs of the past (Alec Clegg et al, Tim Brighouse's ‘entitlement’ – vision etc.) Maggie was extremely passionate about the teachers’ capacity to transform lives.

As Director of Learning and Culture, she was both well placed and well qualified to effect change and she spoke with the evangelical zeal of a person who would not suffer fools. As an advocate for the Arts, her background was in English and Drama and her current agenda was shared on the basis of promoting culture through education. Related to the conference theme, Maggie saw the future of the arts development in terms of self-analysis and challenging assumptions. There is a strong case, she posited, in ‘peeling back’ what you have and ‘build it up’ in order to best understand what you are doing and why.  The impact of the Children’s Act in 2004 had crystallised the thinking and made greater links between the personal and the professional. Revering the contribution made by Mary Warnock, Maggie quoted extensively from significant sources of inspiration and her PowerPoint afforded further opportunity to reflect. 

Maggie’s drive and enthusiasm was partially served by her religious belief, which was described as unashamedly linked to the Celtic Christian traditions in which elemental forces such as the clay, wind and rain represent strong energy and symbols of what connects us all.

She supports a tradition of public art believing that art feeds the soul. Her service was provided in an area of social deprivation and embedded cultural pride. She discussed her agenda in terms of ‘enabling pupils to be what they can be’ and the need to ‘work with kids in secure spaces/expressive environments’. She challenged a culture of compliance with reference to narrow definitions of accountability by stating that ‘you can tick the box, but does that encourage the spirit?’ In her role she supports and creates initiatives that challenge. Outlining developments such as ‘Mission Possible’ her ‘dream spinning’ was both passionate and irreverent. The model of sustainability was considered key to cultural/creativity and she reported that an ‘ambassador for the arts’ was in every school. She expounded progressive ideas for the transformation of schools into something else advocating mixing age groups and ‘freeing the chains of a 19c model and a 21st agenda’. ‘Activity’ she insisted, ‘should be about learning rather than teaching’.

Friday 12th May 2006: The Conference challenge…

Paul welcomed delegates arriving that day and provided an introduction in terms of setting the context for day two.

In launching the DRAWING ATTRACTIONS pack conference explored issues relating to contemporary art, new media and drawing.

Session chaired by Paul Brennan. Chair of A4

Session 4a.    Liberating learning through drawing…

Prof. Eileen Adams   Art and Design Education Consultant Director of the Campaign for Drawing

National launch of the DRAWING ATTRACTIONS pack

Session chaired by Andrew Mutter

Consideration of the professional development needs of specialists and non-specialist teachers in providing drawing as a learning mechanism.

Overview of Issues raised

Eileen’s capacity and commitment for the furtherance of the subject in a national and international context is unequalled. She combines the passionate enthusiasm of a gifted teacher with the thoroughness of an academic archivist. Personally, I have witnessed her contribution over more than three decades and it was just as refreshing and rewarding to listen to the various chapters that have charting a distinguished career. For the many that know Eileen, they appreciate that publications and papers that contribute to a broad network of practice invariably supplement these contributions. This presentation was no exception with a crafted PowerPoint prompt linked to past and current initiatives (e.g. Art and the Built Environment/Campaign for Drawing). On our seats, as predicted, was the plastic bag containing publication packs and papers related to network communities. Her PowerPoint contained the detail of her presentation and to ensure accuracy I would encourage colleagues to access it alongside my version of events. 

Moving chronologically through her professional contribution she pursed to indicate that the association would receive 2,000 copies of the latest publication free of charge. Much of this address focused on the last 5 years and material drawn from the Campaign for Drawing and the various interpretations of the Big Draw challenge.

The reoccurring themes in her work reflected on the ‘curriculum reconfigured’ and ‘making sense of the bits’. She asked, ‘what is doable’ – ‘meaningful making or making meaning’. The issue for her was ‘can we articulate what we are doing in the subject as reflective practitioners?’ and whether in this maelstrom of art, craft and design practice we can connect thinking tasks to the doing. Advocating a robust model of sharing experimentation using the ‘copy on principle’ she exemplified by her own actions, the importance of networking opportunities. Placing emphasis on success being measured by pupils’ self-confidence, she sees the ability to articulate and communicate with others as central. She insists that ‘pupils are not an audience but active participants’. Literacy in terms of the subject and its historical definition was defined as a form of cultural engagement. Similarities and differences between artists and designers make profitable contexts for learning. Eileen believes that we must extend the professional competence of teachers through discourse and questioning. 

Making reference to pre linguistic use of marks, she talked up the importance of this signage and made the point that ‘drawing is not a natural facility’,  ‘shaping these marks is learnt’. Airing on all things positive, she reminded the audience that the UK is held in high esteem in both our thinking and practice and that it is important for our future to know ‘how we value’. Many countries, she outlined, view art as sociologically and historically significant but there are enormous gaps in other aspects of knowing through art, craft and design. Acknowledging the opportunities and constraints, Eileen made reference to other roles that provided a perspective (e.g. Governor: primary school in Southwark). The realities and the justification for the subject – ‘ why are we doing it?’ needs to be applied to the future of schools (publication - Future of schools – learning environments of the future) ‘Getting out there’ she has learnt to compromise and has learnt much from the diversity of experience. While in her research she has endeavoured to keep ‘a trace of the thinking’ and repeatedly advocated teachers personal action research ‘in order to make your mark, the mark needs meaning’ see retains a sceptical view on the analysis of data. Concerned more for the transference value ‘impact on learning’, ‘participants’ she strategize on the basis of  ‘to what extent can events, projects and workshops be revisited and reused’. 

Investigating drawing with emotional intensity suggests to me a form of side-ways learning and unplanned outcomes. Many secondary schools she reasserted ‘support knock out practice’ (sketch books/ideas books etc. galleries /museums) but this needed to be supplemented by making links between historical and contemporary art, craft and design practice. 

Personally I believe that much can be achieved in the realisation of Eileen’s aspirations if specialist teachers had more opportunity themselves to operation as artists, craft workers and designers in order to model modes of thinking and doing for pupils to challenge and emulate. 

Eileen dismissed the argument that much of the artwork in schools was generally predictable. She also raised the problem of confidence and the need to bust teachers’ interest in extending specialist knowledge and pedagogical experimentation. For Eileen, then, part of the educational value of drawing lies in the exercise and training of the thinking process.

Symposium and Plenary sessions were absorbed into extra time for case study reflection. The range and demonstrable quality of the material, shared with delegates, in both parallel sessions, required addition time to disseminate the exemplary practice. The programme allowing for discussion but due to the range diversity and visual rich presentations conference contained the debate as part of the presentation. Kevin Mathieson’s parallel session was similarly extended to facility a joint presentation. Stephen Livingstone, who provided the essential ‘chalk face’ exemplification and an exhibition of his personal artwork.

Session 4b.    Liberating learning through new media…

Kevin Mathieson. Freelance Art Education Consultant 

Stephen Livingstone Head of Art at Spennymoor Comprehensive School, Co Durham.

Session chaired by Paul Brennan. Chair of A4

This session challenged accepted views about the use of ICT in art and design for gathering and recording information. It explored the development of ideas, skills and artistic concepts.

The presentation represented a practical exploration of the use of technology in developing creativity, recording and responding to ideas. A ‘hands-on’, mobile phone, workshop formed part of this presentation. 

Overview of Issues raised

The thrust of this session was its focus on a continuing rolling programme of intervention (2005-6). Inset ‘hands on’ opportunities have been created to provide experience of the use of traditional media and ICT. Stephen started the session with reference to a project link between his school and European partners. He tapped into the potential for critical and contextual study and made connections/comparisons between the partners various priorities.  Specific reference was made to a Swedish school and the making of musical instruments. 

These inter-cultural collaborations provided invaluable opportunities for sharing different pedagogical perspectives and the detail is provided on the website. Making the point that this 

personal engagement informed and enhanced art, craft and design experience, Stephen moved on to his links with the British Library and more specifically the lindesfarne narrative (see website for project brief). He outlined a project that involved the making of treasure boxes and gave an intriguing account of his own practice and the creative ‘borrowing’, ‘realignment’ that took place. (e.g. Moths and Moons). 

Kevin built on this initial project by making reference to a collaborative brief entitled  ‘City of Dreams’. Here numerous connections could be made with the parallel presentation (Eileen Adams) not least of all the focus on the built environment, model making and the use of transience and sustainability. The full detail of this particular Inset initiative is, again, available through the web based conference links, but overarching what Steve and Kevin provided was the range of digital tools that supported learning and the retention, development of ideas. 

Crucially, the message was the promotion of the idea over the mastery of the ICT process. Electronic tools such as PhotoShop were used for specific purpose, such as layering and perspective, with Google Earth (maps) providing a wealth of options. Uploading material to websites, in the form of on-line portfolios, was supported in this case by Flickr. com and Kevin encouraged colleagues to investigate the potential of these accessible electronic storage systems. He also added that they were already supporting new examinations and networking initiatives. Both speakers reminded conference that access to visual resources was plentiful and largely copyright free. Great potential was therefore seen in broadening the resource, especially for craft and design content (teachers/ learners).

Symposium and Plenary sessions were absorbed into extra time for case study reflection. The range and demonstrable quality of the material, shared with delegates, in both parallel sessions, required addition time to disseminate the exemplary practice. The programme allowing for discussion but due to the range diversity and visual rich presentations conference contained the debate as part of the presentation. Stephen Livingstone led the session and provided the essential ‘chalk face’ exemplification and an exhibition of his personal artwork. Eileen Adam’s parallel session was similarly extended. 

Sirkka-Liisa Konttinen – Photographer. The Side Gallery Newcastle.

Session chaired by Stephen Belinfante

Finnish born, Sirkka’s work has attracted considerable acclaim. The New Statesman has described her photographs as ‘masterpieces of representation –political as well as photographic,’ whilst New Society said ‘Here is a sensibility, a wisdom of the eye and the heart that makes this collection unforgettable’. She holds the distinction of having had her work toured in 1985 in China by the British Council as the first photographic exhibition from Britain after the Cultural Revolution; she has continued to exhibit widely.

Overview of Issues raised

Sirkka introduced her personal work and the work of the Side Gallery, Newcastle. Here we were treated to a significant collection of photographic documentation, including short films of life in Byker. Building relationships with the individuals depicted in the collection required great sensitivity and empathy and conference were led through the process of ‘having their image created through me’. Establishing trust and permission required knowledge of the individuals and Sirkka had devised ways of reassuring her subjects ‘If you had to describe your life in one picture what would it be like?’

This presentation represented a poignant insight into the lives of individuals and a rare treat to see the quality of the work and appreciate the thinking behind the practice.

http://www.amber-online.com/gallery/photographers/photographer51.html

Session 5.    Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art…

Jane Sills. Director of Engage. A short update session on the local and national initiatives.

Judy Thomas   Education Officer at the Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art

Susan Coles AST and head of Art at Biddick School Washington

This session looked at ways in which schools could work with contemporary art practice. It linked major themes within the conference and complemented the input from Eileen, about the use of heritage sites, as well as building upon the session led by Kevin on the use of ICT to record and respond to events.

Session chaired by Stephen Bellinfante

Engage Presentation

Jane Sills. Director of Engage. A short update session on the local and national initiatives. 

Overview of Issues raised

Jane outlined the guiding principles and mission statement for Engage, stating their objective as professional development, advocacy and research. The membership, she asserted, was committed to changing the agenda and leading through example. Current initiatives included the project En-quire that was concerned with strategic decision making and opening up cultural facilities to new and existing uses. Working with others, entailed learning from each other and providing opportunities for gallery workers to swap roles and develop a better understanding of the potential.

Jane’s presentation served to clarify En-quire in terms of regional involvement and timescale. The details are again available on the website as part of the further dissemination. www.afour.org.uk 

In brief, the three regions were listed as London (looking at the Critical, pedagogical collaboration, strategies), North East (looking at Cultural capital –self esteem, identity, voice) and South East (looking at Creativity Space (its role) physical/virtual). Each region had taken an aspect of the debate and worked with neighbouring universities to ensure a degree of rigor in terms of the research methodology. 

It was reported that emerging outcomes would be published in autumn 2006.

Further aspects of the contribution were listed as:

•
Context – teachers knowledge, resources, how learning is best supported.

•
Argument – whether to value more the process or the outcome (teachers want outcomes/artists prefer process.

•
Debate curriculum and qualifications – encouraging an open-mindedness towards what can be assessed 

•
Space – visiting a dynamic new space

•
Time – can schools be convinced?

•
Confidence – young men/boys interest

What is art in the current context? Career gateway/valuing ideas.

www.en-quire.org

The Baltic Presentation

Judy Thomas   Education Officer at the Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art

Based the Baltic’s current exhibitions and its education and outreach work. This session explored the use of contemporary art works with young people.

Overview of Issues raised

Judy enthusiastically outlined the work of the Baltic Educational Programme making reference to the pool of 16 regional artists and action-based research. Pupils were seen to be a part of the selection process and artists that worked in the community, provided an essential component. Judy provided conference with a detailed insight into the work of the gallery and drew attention to the  ‘Cultural hub project’ as a new initiative. Services for school pupils were diverse and included, portfolio evenings and general preparing for interviews. Having recently benefited from completing the MA programme, Judy was in a excellent position to experience the continuum and she provided an example of her own research into ‘bridging the gap in terms of offering a question kit to help teachers/pupils’. This extremely helpful small booklet evolved out of a perceived need for new gallery visitors, engaging with contemporary practice, and was based on constructivist learning theory.  

Working at the Gallery

Susan Coles AST and head of Art at Biddick School Washington. Susan has used the Baltic as a resource for learning for pupils, teachers, parents and governors. She is also a Consultant Leader with NSCL.

Overview of Issues raised

Susan followed as the third contribution in this linked presentation. She reinforced many of the points raised, with practical examples from her work in establishing links between the community and collections. Sue saw her central position as one of commitment to the ‘outer school experience’. She felt that generally, all schools needed to provide regular links with cultural opportunities outside of the familiar location and risk assessment should not be used as an excuse to restrict access. Gallery preparation and a specific focus were crucial to countering the general decrease in secondary schools use of galleries.

Saturday 13th May 2006:
   The Conference challenge…

Welcome and introduction. Setting the context for day three.

Session 6.    Liberating the thinking in art…

Nigel Leighton    School Improvement Officer, Wigan MBC

Nigel is co-author of Wigan’s highly acclaimed programme of Thinking Skills in the Arts.

Session chaired by Pauline Nahapiet

Nigel, contributing on the final day of the conference, was challenged to provide a short and pithy extract from his work on the development of advanced thinking skills. To paraphrase the essential content is probably unnecessary as the full related paper is available on-line and a forthcoming publication details the framework and provides support for the roll out programme of dissemination. However, a summary is offered.

Overview of Issues raised

Engagement in art and design requires analysis, critique, creativity, synthesis, problem solving, memory and many other thinking skills. This session explored the thinking that is developed in order to operate successfully as a practitioner and as a consumer of art.

The conference programme was so full of challenging content it was difficult to imagine a presentation in the final day having something fresh to impart. Nigel’s extract from his work in advancing thinking skills within the subject provided a clear model and the subsequent 

publication is set to empower teachers to experiment in this fertile research area. Much of Nigel’s earlier work in critical and contextual study was revisited with a thought provoking paper that accompanies this presentation. As Eileen and other colleagues with seasoned expertise, Nigel presented his case in accessible form. Returning, on occasions, to Robin’s presentation, he acknowledged the huge changes in society and questioned ‘what are we going to change/shift our subject’. Thinking and acting as artists is a complex issue and has consequences for teachers and learners. Ian’s presentation too, provided a confidence in supporting the notion of taking risks in theory and practice.

Nigel asked whether we were engaged with these cognitive challenges and indicated that enquiry-based learning was not always clear.  Asking whether such a change was enough he pointed to the linkage between thinking, conceiving and the opportunities to ‘probe and muse’. 

The theoretical underpinning comes from a number of sources, principally:

High Order Thinking - (Resnick (1987)

Resnick claims it is hard to define but easy to recognise because it…

•
is not routine

•
is complex and multifaceted

•
yields multiple rather than unique solutions

•
involves nuanced judgements and assumptions

•
involves the use of multiple criteria

Types of Thinking - (Based on McGuiness 1999)

•
sequencing and ordering

•
sorting, classifying grouping, analysing

•
identifying part/whole relationships

•
comparing and contrasting

•
predicting, hypothesising

•
concluding, summarising

•
justifying conclusions

•
distinguishing fact from opinion, determining bias

•
checking reliability of evidence

•
creating new ideas, brainstorming, lateral thinking

•
relating cause and effect, designing fair tests, defining and clarifying problems.

In attempting to change the pedagogy Nigel felt that teachers must be widely consulted and supportive. If teachers were not convinced then there would be limited scope for change. 

What teachers think about informing the making will facilitate the changes needed to construct a post-industrial curriculum. Nigel saw particular opportunities for refining the current work with objects and images and linked this to reflective thinking. Questioning the gap between the claims and the reality he considered art, craft and design as uniquely placed to promote cognitive development. He asked conference for their views on what strategies are/ would be needed or deployed to make the changes. 

Research used in Nigel’s investigation of the available theory, indicated optimum ages for intervention of this type with bands between 11-13 years and post 16 offering strong possibilities in developing high order thinking. Brain function, he asserted, stretches the working memory and we need to understand in order to know. The particular model shared with colleagues was based on a one-hour ‘intervention lesson’ taking place over a six-week period (whole class). The skill, was outlined as questioning and scene setting (a real open-endedness), moving over time to deeper and deeper questioning. Reference was made to the fact that our subject’s language is the visual literacy elements that can lift the credibility and communicate the complexity of thinking through art activity.

He conjectured that we see before we speak so these physical/mental processes represented important aspects of the language of the subject. Nigel considers critical and contextual study to be a major tool and urges us to use it.

Symposium 6:

Colleagues returned to groups to discuss the issues further. 

Plenary 6:   

Outcomes from the discussion were shared and linked to the final panel session on the future.  

Overview of Issues raised

Group 1 Response

•
Teacher’s confidence issue. Modelling of cognitive skills lets share models of enquiry moving out of the comfort zone. 

•
Teachers usually tell, explain, and interpret. What would a teacher say if they were probing, musing? 

•
Notion of the teacher as expert – encouraging intellectual curiosity. Teaching pupils how to learn –generic not all evidence would be through talk/verbal affirmation. 

Group 2 Response

•
The need to refocus in every lesson.

•
Thinking is often a subconscious fusion of concepts –drawing on all knowledge.

•
Issues related to the different viewing audiences –specialists see more.

Group 3 Response

•
Many thinking encounters are sub cognitive in that individuals infrequently think about the thinking process – they do it.

•
Reference to the theoretical contributions and the assessment for learning initiatives –how much do teacher know and apply principles (ITT/CPD). 

•
Three part learning models need to ensure that the plenary is Meta cognitive.

Group 4 Response

•
 Some disagreement within the group as to cognitive conflict in applying theory in variable contexts – it relies on teacher intervention/confidence and knowledge.

•
Effective learning/thinking draws on all knowledge – dependency/accountability dimension.

•
The locus of the learning is the teacher (responsibility)

Session 7:    A4 The Future… 

This concluding phase focused on developing the work of A4 in supporting the needs of the subject and the needs of members in the 21st Century. Key points raised in Nigel’s session and elsewhere were drawn together.

Session chaired by Andrew Mutter

Symposium 7

Bringing it together. In the light of the presentations how can the association best support the needs of members –commercial, advocacy, responding to external bodies?

A thirty-minute ‘break out’ session was created to compile the plethora of issues and merge the major themes. 

Panel: Chair of A4, Ian Middleton HMI, Robin Widdowson QCA

Overview of Issues raised

Plenary 7: Synthesis of all groups.

•
There is a need for a ‘position paper’.  Who knows what the membership represents? 

•
Nationally – Head teachers need to know something of the pool of expertise.

•
Publishing circulation – hardcopy research papers and website usage.

•
There is a need to preserve and develop a commercial base to facilitate ambitions.

•
 Application /bids for cascaded programmes /courses for teachers that embed sustainable strategy and accord with central association principles and clear agendas. 

•
What is needed? What support is available and reassurance of a timescale that encourages participation rather than appears to be just the next requirement. 

•
For those that attend the annual conference there is a palpable sense of optimism and genuine interest in the challenge. 

•
Executive was left with a number of suggestions as to how they may progress their aspirations. The positive relationship between the department for education, Ofsted and QCA should facilitate the triangulation with schools and the association working together to give teachers the confidence and the voice.

•
A new framework, (taxonomy) that provides ‘valuing exercises’ that are issue based. 

•
Systematic teaching/cognitive conflict. What is really happening across our schools? Picture is fuzzy – what is real –from ‘what is it’ to ‘why is it’. 

•
Children engage with selection –ownership of ideas tapping into the culture. Relationship with other agencies – advocacy partners or rivals?

•
Where are we represented how do we target areas of greatest need – content – regional demands

•
Do we need a national subject hero – artist/craft/design laureate? Dangers related to the sensitivity of the various discussion forums consensus opinion –tact and diplomacy.

•
Future conferences could have feedback on specific issues. Is there already any consensus within A4 on key aspects such as – learning and teaching strategies, the arts, craft and design dimension, ICT agenda, and creativity linkages, thinking skills collaboration.

•
Arts learning consortium. Where do ATS’s fit in –support, advice and challenge. What CPD is appropriate for ART’s?

•
Exploit new branding – collaboration with others – Design and Technology, Arts and Creativity.

•
Specialist Schools Trust – bring them into the A4 community. Access to high achieves needs. ITT and HE concern.

•
A 200-word digest on what the conference delegates got from the event and how it helped. A further 200 words as a biography.

•
Evaluations on the day are problematic in their completion – little time to reflect.

•
Tap into current big ideas such as – the Olympics?

•
In what ways does reflection shape thinking in art/craft/design?

•
How well does the National Curriculum cultivate thinking?

•
The risk taking agenda without clear goals –answers. Daring to be different – central messages – different outcomes.

•
Quality of intention – what if?

•
Pupil’s free choice teachers confidence/reluctance.

•
Control agenda and children as artists – not easily compatible concepts – children’s individual responses demonstrate either a depth of cognitive understanding or a reflection of the organisation and expectation.

Artists contribution

Seán Hillen

Seán Hillen was born and grew up in Newry, a small but sometimes busy town just on the northern side of the Irish border. It has experienced more than enough of the 'troubles'.

In 1982 he went to study and live in London. Seán studied at the London College of Printing, a 'media' school, and then at the Slade School of Fine Art. His works between 1983 and 93 were scalpel-and-glue photomontages, always based on his own documentary photographs made in northern Ireland, and were somehow related to, and to an extent engaged in, the northern Irish conflict.

In 1993 he moved to Dublin. There he created his second body of works, of 'Irelantis', which were made between 1994 and '97, and were partly in response to his desire to get away from the 'war', and make what he describes as ‘more overtly healing works’; pictures full of love instead of anxiety. Today he undertakes a range of commissions, design work and also lectures in HE.

Seán Hillen’s Presentation

Overview of Issues raised

Sean mused on making art with hidden meaning, indicating the ambiguity in photomontage, which first aroused his interest. Photomontage has often needed text as part of the self-parody and school pupils need to rediscover the power of the medium. Collage provides the opportunity for meaningful re-presentations. Eclecticism is part of the process. Sean riley made reference to others who had appropriated his work, seeing it as largely complementary, 

‘I have had a brilliant somebody else’s idea’. Reality, he claimed, was a fiction and that  ‘we select or have imposed our own reality tunnel’. Depictions of conflict ‘the killing rage and bloody mess’ have always been in the work. At times he felt that the late colonial dimension of living in Northern Ireland was used as a practice ground for civil conflict. The Irish have a particular ‘understanding and strong interest in literary significance – ideas, and I see myself as cast as a mystical native’.

http://www.seanhillen.com

John Keane

John Keane was born in Hertfordshire in 1954 and attended Camberwell School of Art. His vivid, shocking, and often blackly comic paintings have focused on many of the most pressing political questions of our age.

He came to national prominence in 1991 when he was appointed as official British war artist during the Gulf War. His work has always been deeply concerned with conflict - military, political and social - in Britain and around the world. His subjects have ranged from Northern Ireland to Nicaragua, and from the British coal industry to the mass media. Most recently he has focused on the theme of assassination, (in particular the conspiracy theories surrounding the death of John F. Kennedy), the money markets and Rupert Murdoch's pervasive influence in the modern world.

All these are concerns more commonly associated with journalism than fine art. Yet through his paintings Keane confronts issues and explores their subtleties in a unique and penetrating way.

John Keane’s Presentation

Overview of Issues raised

John expressed a similar point to Sean in that his early art college education was thwart with difficulties resisting the conceptual detachment and the supremacy of text. Enjoying the physicality and tradition of painting he found his ‘voice’ through reflecting on power relationship, the divisions and inequity that fuels distrust conflict and suppression. Reading from a detailed and intellectually rigorous paper, John was keen to leave delegates with a powerful image of extremely painterly artworks portraying multilayered messages. While his early resistance to textual justification was totally understandable (Art school conceptual bias), John’s use of titling carried poignant messages that consolidated the imagery and fluidity of the painted surface. John’s image of a ‘vanishing point’, painted on a section of illegal, protected, timber served to illustrate strong ideas about environmental conservation – commentary that goes beyond words.

http://www.flowerseast.com/FE/Artists_Originals.asp?Artist=KEANE

Conference Close

Concluding words: Post Script. Prof. Tom Davies
The conference was generally, something of a voyage of rediscovery and operated on a number of levels (please excuse the use of the word ‘levels’). From signposting a future that remained challenging, in an educational reform agenda, to a reminder that much is lost if you impose certainty on the apparent reality. As Sean Hillen said, quoting Robert Anton Wilson, 

‘If you think you know what’s going on, you’re probably full of  ****.’   We are, I think, moving through a culture of compliance. Feeling a sense of disjuncture in the restlessness of art and design practice and the tangential development of craft. Dispelling the preoccupation with a methodological application of measurement over a sensitive application of refined judgment. ‘ You can assess the degree of engagement, but you can’t measure it’ (Davies. T. Playing the System, 1995).  

Not too surprisingly those who speak at such conferences represent, sometimes unwittingly, the range and continuum in meeting the challenge. The content and the delivery provide models of teaching and assumptions about learning. As advocates, practitioners or occasional apologists for the subject, we are united in its potential to change life experiences. This maybe clearly evident by ‘take up’ statistics in school examinations or employment that has a conspicuous connection, but I firmly believe that quality art, craft and design experience permeates the being and resides in the soul. 

Music was a dimension of the conference and took the form of ambient background for Eileen Adam’s inspired contribution, the evening entertainment, courtesy John Havelock’s ensemble, and the strong regional identity illustrated through Sirkka’s intimate photographic documentation of Byker. Proof positive of the fact that it’s not what you do but the way that you do it, it’s not what you say, but the way that you say it… that’s what gets results. 

For me what distinguishes effective art, craft and design teaching is self evident in observing practitioners who contribute to the learning environments, sometimes through tangential means, guiding, informing, inspiring personal endeavour. The use of a subject specific language and emotionally charged confidence in the processes of visual enquiry has high impact. If some have doubts, one needs only to observe a cover lesson, where those outside of the subject find themselves frequently totally lost for words in supporting learning in the subject. The relationship between learners, in dynamic subject teaching environments, generally feature the teacher as a shared or co-learner, learning afresh through pupil’s articulation of both the problem and solution. Art, craft and design teachers are essentially practitioners, in that they usually practice what they preach. Teachers need to be reminded that they are artists, craft workers and designers in their own right and exploring this potential offers much in modelling both theoretical engagement and meaningful practice. 

I hope that this distilled essence of the conference provides an adequate record of the event. Where there are omissions please advise or change as required. The complete collection of PowerPoint presentations are available to members on the association website and provide the content detail in many cases pointed to pending publication outcomes, CD titles and an array of theoretical references for further reading.

May I thank the association again for the invitation and the hospitality offered to me as a guest and critical friend.

Tom Davies. May 16th 2006.

More information about A4 and a membership application form can be found at:

www.afour.org.uk
