Space for Art Case Study: Caol Primary School

	Cost of project

Room 13 has grown organically over the past ten years. Equipment costs are met on an ongoing basis. Annual turnover is £6281 (2001/02); £20,184 (2002/03), boosted when Room 13 won £20,000 in the Barbie Prize – an art competition for school children (described by one journalist as ‘a junior version of the Turner prize’).

Timing
1993 onwards

Dimensions

Approximately 63 m2


Project title

Room 13, Caol Primary School – Fort William, Scotland

Participants

Room 13 is run by students from P6 and 7 (equivalent to years 5 and 6 in England), who take full responsibility for financial management, fundraising, strategic planning and research and development. Rob Fairley and Claire Gibb, artists-in-residence and Jennifer Cattanach, Headteacher provide assistance and advice.

Room 13 staffing over the past two years has been as follows:

2002/03: Lindsey Martin (Chair, P7); Danielle Souness (Managing Director, P7); Eileen Innes (Treasurer, P7); Jodie Fraser (Secretary, P7); Jodie Ferguson (Secretary, P7); Ami Cameron (P6); Rosie Flannigan (P6); Cameron MacKenzie (P6); Nikki Donnelly (P5).

2001/02: Fiona Cameron (Chair, P7); Becky MacDougall (Managing Director, P7); Eileen Innes (Treasurer, P6); Danielle Souness (P6); Jodie Fraser (P6); Ami Cameron (P5); Rosie Flannigan (P5); Pascalle MacMillan (P7).

Timescale 

The idea for Room 13 was conceived in 1993, and it has grown organically since then.

Location 

Room 13 is an average sized classroom on the first floor of a large primary school, measuring approximately 63 m2. The main access route to Room 13 is through two other classrooms, though it can also be accessed by its own stairway. 

Project summary

Room 13 is a project that has evolved over the past ten years to transform an ordinary classroom into a highly successful creative space. The facilities are basic, and do not extend beyond the usual classroom facilities, including a single sink, narrow walk-in store-cupboard running along one wall, tables and chairs, two computers and a limited range of art equipment and materials. However, what is available provides the capacity for practical activity and for running the organisation. As such the space serves as studio, office, meeting room, storeroom, library and gallery. At times, it also doubles as a darkroom. 

Background 

The aim of Room 13 is to provide a space where students of all ages can work freely on a range of art activities, as well as assisting with running and developing the Room 13 programme. Room 13 operates within the context of a primary school timetable and remit with the unusual feature that, in their final year, students are encouraged to organise their own time table and are free to use the studio at ANY time…with the proviso that their class work is kept up to date. Students are able to visit Room 13 when their class-work is up to date, and the space is often open until 6.00 p.m. 

Members of Room 13 are mainly aged seven to 11. Younger students and older pupils from the secondary school also use the space regularly, and professional artists work there too, as resident artists.

A wide range of activities takes place in and around Room 13. These centre on individual art projects, which grow from the students’ own ideas, developed in the context of an atmosphere which encourages the exploration of ideas and freedom of speech. Projects include sculpture, craft and large-scale, two-dimensional work such as oil on canvas.  Members also work on commissioned pieces including taking the annual school photographs.  

Work often takes place in collaboration with resident artists. One long-term book project has involved an ongoing relationship and exchange of ideas between Room 13 member Danielle Souness and itinerant artist Peter Haining. Another (the project which won the Barbie Prize) came about when the offices of an American Bank who had quietly helped Room 13 financially were destroyed in the September 11th terrorist attacks. Jodie Fraser’s response was a painting created through the burning of six thousand matches. Room 13 members were also responsible for curating Thirteen Hands, a touring exhibition of contemporary craft by the some of the best-known makers in the UK. 

Room 13 serves as its own administrative base, and members take responsibility for fundraising, partnership-building, financial management, writing articles and reviews, curating exhibitions, research, planning and development. Room 13 is also a hotbed for philosophical debate, including lectures and discussions. 

The development process

Development of Room 13 is undertaken by the management team, which meets regularly. If necessary, the team consults with resident artists Rob Fairley and Claire Gibb, with Headteacher Jennifer Cattanach or with relevant experts.

The equipping of the space has developed over the years, and much has been inherited. The Room 13 team orders equipment and materials as money will allow: this often includes oil paints and canvases. The organisation also benefits from many in-kind gifts and donations – for example, two photographers regularly donate film and paper. The project has grown a great deal over the past few years. This has come about particularly since last year’s Chairwoman persuaded the management team that Room 13 would benefit from better publicity. As a result of this decision the team has been more active in getting out and talking at conferences and seminars. 

Plans are being made to open a Room 13 in nearby Lochyside Primary School in parallel with a programme of workshops in a range of outlying schools. The team has also been talking with businessmen in Fort William about how the project might become self-financing and how this could dovetail in with plans for a new gallery and art centre in the town.

To date, the major challenge has been funding. The Room 13 team finds it possible to run a business that can afford to purchase materials and equipment for the studio, but finding money to pay resident artists is a challenge. The students also find it frustrating that adults sometimes refuse to take them seriously, or to treat Room 13 as they would any other art organisation. They outlined one example:

‘This is a real problem. Just this week the telephone person at John Lewis in London would not let us speak to the promotions manager even though we know him. When Mr Fairley spoke he was put through straight away! People find our work difficult because it is so different.’

In June this year, Room 13 received funding of £200,000 from the Learning Programme of NESTA (the National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts) to extend its work within Fort William as well as to develop the model by networking across more remote Highland schools and their communities.

The outcome

The aims and use of the space change as new ideas develop and with the regular turnover in membership and management. The wide range of successful ventures that have been undertaken by Room 13 is an extraordinary testimony to what can be achieved in limited conditions.

In general, the management team feels that Room 13 functions as a successful creative space, the best thing about the space being the way it functions separately from the rest of the school, and as an independent organisation. Improvements to the space would include an increase in size, though this is not seen as a major problem and members have learned to work well with what is available. For example students regularly work on 6ft x 6ft canvases, either vertically or on the floor, though acknowledge that working on even bigger scale would be great. The three most pressing improvements would be:

· a proper office space 

· more adequate sinks

· more storage space 

The team also comments:

‘We need to have a more up to date computer. As our skills at using PhotoShop increase this one gets too slow. We are also beginning to work with sound, light and video and do not have any of the new software (or in fact any of the stuff) but no doubt we will manage.’

Lessons learned

Room 13 demonstrates that developing a successful creative space can be about much more than successful design or procuring the right equipment. Realising the full capacity of a space to deliver extraordinary projects requires the right ethos, in this case one in which a real sense of ownership and flexibility has been key. This has generated a great sense of energy and commitment.

Key factors 

The key factor that makes Room 13 such a successful creative space is that it is wholly owned by the students. This is not just in a superficial sense, as might be created by displaying work on the walls, for example; but at a deeper level, in which the space is fully their responsibility. This is enhanced by the fact that the space is not over-designed or ‘squeaky-clean’ but rather is flexible and adaptable. 

Input from resident artists over the years has done much to foster a sophisticated understanding of what art is and therefore has opened up a sense of what art activities Room 13 members might initiate. Members of the team comment:

‘The fact that the space is OURS is important, and so is the fact that it does not need to be kept completely clean like a classroom. It is also important that we can discuss things which we could not talk about in class. The rules are very different; we are not told what to do and are encouraged to work things out for ourselves. We are more relaxed in here and can say what we like with out offending anyone as everybody realises that you are just expressing your own opinion. It is good to be able to experiment with new ways of making art – for instance some of us have begun to talk about ways of using our mobiles to create an artwork. We have no idea how this will work (or even if it will) but at least nobody laughs at the idea.’ 
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