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Art in participatory settings: How can higher education play a role expanding the critical framework for this work and what does this mean for the training and development of artists?

Overview of discussion 

ArtWorks is a national programme of research and investigation into the status and professional development of art in participatory settings – and specifically the training needs of artists working in these settings. 
Particular issues for London 
· Artists working in participatory settings can be isolated, it is a fragmented sector – can HEI’s help connect practitioners?

· What about the status of artists working in participatory settings? Does this need to be improved? Could joint working with HE around the critical framework for the practice make a difference?

· Are there clear progression routes in London for artists building careers in this area  – at FE, HE and through employment? 

· Are we providing an effective career pathway for young people who have experienced arts in education settings during their childhood and would like to pursue this route into work? 

This note provides a brief overview of the discussion for a full transcript of the discussion please contact AND.
Sylvan Baker from People’s Palace Project – and a Collaborative Doctorate student at Queen Mary’s - started the discussion with his reflections on the relationship between HEIs and participatory arts practice. He reminded the group that the there are strictures and structures in both the arts and HE sectors and both need to respect each other’s conventions – therefore ‘expecting’ the arts to do one thing for HE or vice versa, would not be fruitful. 

Sylvan is interested in the question – What is it for? Postgraduate study and CPD, Networking, training? If you are a practising artist is study necessary? There is a danger that young people in particular look to post-graduate study for a badge of accreditation (that they hope will lead to employment) not because they have a real desire for extended investigation and learning. 

Helen from Royal Holloway responded to Sylvan and also picked up on the idea of what each sector might ‘do’ for the other.  She argued that this form of words is similar to the prevailing language that commodifies HE for the benefit of different industries and populations. Does HE have to be about employability? Does it always need to ‘do’ something for someone else? She has been reflecting on what is lost in this attitude – for instance HE engagement in PGCEs which enables the trainee teachers to refine their thinking and develop their arts practice skills – economic constraints mean that this no longer exists. 
Both Sylvan and Helen felt that the area of a ‘critical framework’ for art in participatory settings - developed jointly between the sector and HE could be where the most valuable area of collaboration could come. 

Critical framework – political framework?

The group generally endorsed the importance of a critical framework for participatory work. This is crucial to understanding and therefore advocating for the value of the work.  A real partnership between the arts sector and HE would enable concerted engagement with questions that require unpacking – what do we mean by – Community – Place – Artist – in the context of participatory work? 
Helen described ‘a new critical framework through practice based research’ which captures new models of practice and is built in partnership between the arts and HE. This is something than can be taken forward and built – by ArtWorks London?
Chrissie Tiller from Goldsmith’s took this one step further stating the the point of university is to provide a space where – ‘people can be a bit angry’. There is a danger of developing a discourse and context for participatory practice which neglects the political side of the work (perhaps in a desire to shed ‘community arts roots’) we should be confident about supporting a political framework for the work and HE could incubate this. 

Networks 
A general concern was raised about the lack of opportunities for sharing and peer support. In general artists and practitioners are not aware of the range and depth of work going on in HE in relation to arts practice, there are not many ‘knowledge exchange’ forums.

Artists are increasingly focussed on maintaining their work and don’t take the time or resources to engage in networks. Equally it was felt that networks can be too ‘passive’ – what is needed is a more active projects based dialogue between HE and the arts sector. 

The need for HEI to provide papers and research in an intelligible way to the sector was raised.
What is the point of accreditation?

There was a sense that accreditation for its own sake or as a route to employment – was limited in an HE context. And the reality is that MA’s etc for artists don’t always provide an advantage for employment with arts organisations. However, we know that commissioners (in health, schools, etc) often have limited knowledge of arts practice and therefore some form of accreditation can help reassure them they are employing credible practitioners. The question of the role of accreditation and qualifications in the sector needs unpacking and further consideration. 
A challenge was raised related to the evidence of demand for MAs from students declining (though this is not the case for all MAs by any means ) – what impact might this have on artists? It was felt that the MA level is crucial for artists developing their skills in a participatory context – as undergraduates can be too young to really be able to do this work well.

HE is coming under increased pressure to only offer courses with a clear market (in terms of students) and links to economic growth / employment. What does this means for MA courses which are about reflective development of arts practice? 

ArtWorks will be undertaking research into the employment footprint in participatory arts – this will help provide a picture of employment trends (who is commissioning, is the overall amount of work going up or down) in relation to the economic downturn. 
Training and theory 

A key debate surrounds the idea of where a practitioner develops their skills – can they ever do this in a purely academic environment? It was felt that courses where training is more integrated into industry can be more effective – Conservatoires were cited as a good example. The point was made that training is not theoretical – just because it takes places within an academic framework. It was also felt that the development of a critical framework should not be set against the desire for practical, lived experience – the two should work together not be seen as oppositional. 

It was pointed-out that HEI’s need a more established critical framework for this work – ‘you can’t train artists without a critical framework’. Therefore it exists informally already.
Sylvan talked about the training needs of artists working in this area - they fall into two groups; discrete skills which can be easily described and taught (how to undertake CRB checks, best practice in managing freelance projects) and others which are more nebulous around the values and qualities needed to work in these settings.  He suggested a set of debates that would nourish artists and could take place within the framework of HE that help unpack these ‘nebulous’ skills. This would help inform training.  
The point was also made that lots of artists working in participatory settings don’t necessarily want to develop their skills or engage with a debate about what is going on in the sector – some artists were described as isolated and apathetic and unwilling to engage with the wider strategic context.  Arts organisations (who are a major commissioner of artists) should be pushing a culture of training and CPD for artists which would have an overall impact on improving quality. 
Impact – evaluation 

The way in which we describe the value of participatory work, the way we evaluate the impact of projects and the complex relationship with university assessment frameworks was a key element of the discussion. Impact was variously discussed as ‘how people have written up the the way people have done things – rather than the impact itself’ or even ‘the art of bullshitting’. There was a sense of joint culpability – on both the arts and HE sides – because being able to project positive impact is so critical to ongoing funding and support of work. 
It was felt that the search for  ‘impact’ had become distracting and the word itself is a block (although it was acknowledged that language in this area is always changing and people coming into to the sector need to be adept at projecting what they do within these shifting languages) . What is important is a grounded and honest, and continuous engagement with what is happening in terms of the interaction of artists and the public. 

A strong plea was made for a community of practice where value, impact, engagement with the reality of practice and how this is captured can take place. 

Sophie Hope talked about ‘evaluation as a critical practice in itself – not a marketing exercise’. Chrissie Tiller described the pressure to describe the value of arts practice in the language of the social sciences and stressed that we need to be confident in our own language. As Sylvan said ‘account for what we know is happening, not measure what we do’. 
Conclusion

ArtWorks, which has another 18 months to run in London, offers an opportunity to network people across HE, FE and the arts. There is the potential to look at new models of practice and the potential for modular training opportunities within HE across London that could develop and unpack the critical framework. 

It will be important to consider a ‘constellation of need’ – for artists (of whatever age) at the beginning of their career, of practitioners who are more established, of institutions and organisations. We can then think about how we describe and account for this activity. 
ArtWorks London has now narrowed its focus with regards to its next steps with HE partners; 

Through ArtWorks London, Barbican Guildhall have developed a Laboratory model operating as the pure science side of artistic CPD. This model provides the space and resources for artists to experiment.

We would like to bring partners from the HE sector back together to develop a methodology, to jointly test the transferability of this Labs model to undergraduate and postgraduate courses concerned with participatory practice. To interrogate the possibility of this becoming a cross arts, cross institution lab which could help to develop a critical framework for participative practice, meeting artists’ needs for learning through doing, but doing so within an education setting, so combining the benefits of flexibility with structure and rigour.

