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Space for Art Case Study: Castle Community Special School

	Cost of project
Paid for from annual School Improvement Fund (exact cost unknown)
Timing

In 1998, Chris Lee became art coordinator, and the art room was upgraded. Additional minor improvements are planned in 2003.

Dimensions
Approximately 59 m2


Project title

The Art Room, Castle Community Special School – Walsall, West Midlands

Participants

Art Coordinator: Chris Lee; Headteacher: Hazel Whitehouse.

Location 

Castle Community Special School is a one-floor, flat-roofed building originally constructed in 1959. The art room is of similar construction and dimension as all the other classrooms in the School. 

Background

Castle Community Special School is located on the edge of a housing estate near to small industrial units in the Bloxwich area of Walsall. At the back of the School there is green space bordered by roads. 

The School offers provision for children and young people with moderate learning difficulties. There are 102 pupils aged from four to 19. The majority are of secondary age, with just 19 pupils in the three primary classes.

Chris Lee took on responsibility for art in 1998, having worked in the School’s small primary section since he joined the staff five years earlier. A new Headteacher, Hazel Whitehouse, supported a greater emphasis on art throughout the School both as a subject in its own right and as a valuable way of developing a wide range of other skills amongst the children. The first step was to give priority to art in that year’s school improvement plan and upgrade the art room. It is the School’s policy that each subject takes its turn in being the main beneficiary of the annual fund.

At the same time, the School began to link its teaching to the curriculum subject guidance provided by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA). The challenge was to adapt guidance that was seen as inflexible and untried in the special school situation. The teachers’ work had to be underpinned by better, and more dedicated, facilities for art. 

The development process

The Headteacher handed the task of reshaping the room to Chris Lee who was clear about what he wanted:

‘I drew plans for how I wanted the room, but didn’t budget for the work involved. I discussed the options with others, but basically I wanted something that was more pleasant and offered a calmer place to work in.’

The room was stripped of the existing facilities and furniture, which encroached upon the available space, and repainted in red and cream. A new sink was installed. New furniture was purchased, including chairs, tables, plan chests, and other items for storage. Softer lighting was installed, and blinds were added to the windows that stretch across two walls of the room. These help to give a calmer feel to the room and maximise as well as softening the natural light. Three computers, a television and video have been brought in. There are two stock rooms, one of which was converted from a kiln room (the kiln no longer worked).

The outcome 

The art room doubles as a form room and, early each morning, as a Breakfast Club to ensure that the children start the day with a nutritious meal. 

The room appears to cope well with these multi-purpose functions and still survives as a successful art room. This is because it was re-designed for flexibility. In the best sort of way, this is an ordinary room – functional and effective, with most of the basics adequately in place, and organised so as to ensure quick changes of activity.

Another, related, reason for its success is that the teachers themselves are used to being flexible. They have learned to adapt readily and swiftly to providing different activities in order to hold a pupil’s interest or attention, identifying and timing the right activity to enhance each pupil’s experience and self-esteem. Activities now include significant amounts of fabric work, drawing, painting and digital art; less so clay work and 3D work. 

The School has also invested in software and staff training to provide the children with opportunities to develop through engaging with digital art and animation. Pupils are increasingly using the Internet to download images with which to work in different materials. 

Overall, the improvements have made the space look more friendly and uncluttered, and give it what Chris Lee terms ‘a more modern feel’. He adds: 

‘I think we have got the room as good as it can be. Basically it is a flexible space with lots of tables and furniture on wheels that can be moved around. We use that flexibility; it was different yesterday from how it is today, and it will be different again next week because I will clear the desks away and we can set up another activity. Previously it was too inflexible.’ 

Future plans include fitting more modern windows and creating better access to the room by moving a door.

Lessons learned

The main lesson to be learned from such a space is the need to judge how best to match the limited funding and resources available to the teaching aims of the School. 

Two essential ingredients of this approach are to ensure flexibility in activity through the location and type of facilities and equipment, and to assess what you can do without. For example, dismantling the kiln provided much-needed additional storage space. The loss of the kiln was compensated for by the arrangement to buy in firing time at an adjacent school and to bring in artists to work with children in clay and pottery work.

Key factors

Chris Lee and his colleagues see the art room as a calm and practical space in which the pupils can experiment with art and develop their confidence as artists. The work here is supplemented and enhanced through the wealth of involvement with artists, the region’s galleries, and the exhibitions of the pupils’ work that are held regularly in the School and in local community venues. 

It is these connections which make the art room work, and Chris Lee neatly defines what happens by seeing the room as a series of ‘flexible workshops’ for sculpture, digital art or whatever activity they are doing. 

The main curriculum change as a consequence of improving the art room is a much greater level of teaching art through artists rather than through crafts or techniques. Indeed, the core of teaching art at the school is learning from and working with artists:

‘We use them as a starting point. The children learn techniques through an artist or an art form, and understanding what sort of decisions are made and why. The outcome is still fairly skill-based.’

The opening of the New Art Gallery, Walsall was a major turning point for the School with its activity rooms and opportunities for bringing pupils into the Gallery. As Chris Lee explains:

‘It is a huge resource. The Gallery staff help us organise artists-in-residence, offer us a range of workshops, and host exhibitions of pupils’ work … The Walsall Gallery is different from the big London galleries in that it is located between Woolworth’s and British Home Stores. So it is part of shopping with Picasso in the middle somewhere! We teach the children different experiences and how to react to live performances and situations. With art it is going to a gallery and learning how to behave, to understand what you are looking for, and not to be scared about going somewhere you are not sure about. We want going to a gallery to become part of a child’s life, and for them to go as a family, or on their own, as well as with the School. The School would now take the pupils once or twice a year, but we visited quite a lot when the new Gallery opened, so pupils would get to know the place. People from the Gallery come here too.’

An example of this relationship is the way in which Castle Community Special School won an Artworks Award in 2000. The project emerged from a residency project with the School, which was initiated by the Gallery in its pre-opening period. The work produced formed part of the opening celebrations, to which pupils were invited. Chris Lee used the School's relationship with the Gallery as the basis of his MPhil research project and to create resources for use by other special needs teachers. 

As an example of the impact of this Gallery link on the pupils, Chris Lee cites the story of James who likes going there while his family go shopping. ‘He likes touching Epstein sculptures; he likes their tactile quality. And the family enjoys going there with him because he is so happy.’ The point, Lee emphasises, is that this contact has helped James to develop his artistic talent back in school. 

Special schools can find it easier to arrange visits to galleries and artists’ studios because classes are smaller and the timetable is more flexible than in mainstream primary or secondary schools. The School makes good use of the Black Country Creative Partnerships scheme by bringing in musicians, dancers, drama groups as well as artists to provide a multi-arts approach. 

Exhibitions of the pupils’ work go out into the community settings, including local art galleries and museums. ‘The aim is to present children’s work on a par with professional work rather than just bluetac it to the wall. This builds up the pupils’ self-esteem and gets across the message that the teachers are saying you are worth it. They gain a sense of pride and achievement in displaying their work.’ There are plans for print and fabrics exhibitions on the theme ‘A Celebration of Life’, and for pupils to use disposable cameras to take photographs of the oldest thing in the house, the family, and the things they like most for future photographic exhibitions in the Walsall museum.

Lee concludes: 

‘We value the directness of the children which comes out in their responses to artists’ work both verbally and through their own artistic work. I am determined to get more “real art” by professional artists into the School because of its value to the children.’
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