Space for Art Case Study: Frome Community College

	Cost of project
£223,397

Timing
The newer classroom was completed in 1994.
Dimensions

An art department of five rooms: one art/photography space, 63 m2; one large art room, 126 m2; two general art rooms, 90 m2 and 72 m2 respectively; one newer art room, 63 m2.


Project title

Art Department, Frome Community College – Frome, Somerset

Participants 

Architect: Jeff Davey, Property Services, Somerset County Council. Tamsin Thomas, Head of Art, Frome Community College (then Art Teacher).
Location and dimensions

This case study looks at an art department of five rooms, one of which is a newer build. It highlights problems encountered by the department as a whole, as well as focusing in particular on the newer space.

Four art rooms are arranged around two sides of a small, grassed courtyard. These form part of a school built in the 1940s. Several of the rooms open from each other; the additional, newer space partially occupies the courtyard area. The spaces are as follows:

· An art/photography space of approximately 63 m2 is well served by a sizeable darkroom. With six computers, this room is well used, especially now that the School has gained media arts college status

· One large art room measuring approximately 126 m2 is divided into two spaces. One half is used as a fabric printing area and art store 

· Opening from this art room is another good-sized space of approximately 90 m2, again used as a general art room, from which a door leads into the fourth art room, which is approximately 72 m2
· The newer classroom is designed as a room for three-dimensional work, and particularly for ceramics. It opens directly onto the courtyard area and measures approximately 63 m2
Number of pupils: 1,400 in total, of whom 60% study art.

Project summary

The four older, existing spaces have benefited from small-scale refurbishment projects over the years. The newer classroom space was an answer to a growth in pupil numbers.

The outcome

Even though there is evidence of ambitious and exciting work produced by pupils, teachers at Frome struggle to teach effectively in the spaces available to them. Aesthetically, the spaces hold little appeal: the older spaces are, in one teacher’s words, ‘a mish-mash of architecture and refurbishments’. Décor in all of these spaces is tatty, with no particular design aesthetic in evidence. Everywhere there are broken cupboards, grubby paintwork and peeling lino. Floor surfaces begin and end in odd places. 

The length of two of the art rooms was extended many years ago by knocking through to a corridor that used to run along the back of the rooms. Low in height, and with tiny windows, these extensions still feel separate from the rooms by virtue of structural steel pillars that had to remain when the partitioning was removed. 

In two of the rooms, pupils work at ancient tables with rough surfaces. This is due to the many layers of paint with which attempts at revival have been made over the years. Pupils have to use drawing boards if they need a smooth surface to work on. In several of the rooms, the stools are too high for the tables, and pupils have to sit sideways to work. In one room, a group of pupils sit at a high table, working on a surface that is almost at shoulder height. Broken and unusable plan chests occupy valuable space, and the drawers of one plan chest cannot close, presenting a significant hazard. Teachers point out that, with a capitation budget of £6.00 per pupil per year, the £300 cost of a single plan chest is a huge (unmanageable) amount. 

In this environment, storage means any free surface. Sketchbooks are piled high on shelves. Three-dimensional work in progress sits on top of paint pots. Large-scale work is stacked against walls. As well as giving the rooms a messy, disorganised feel, these storage problems have other knock-on effects, most notably in limiting the size of pupils’ work. One teacher reported never doing three-dimensional projects unless the work can be rolled up or folded. Additionally, the teachers recognise the impact this can have on pupils’ attitudes to their work: 

‘It makes life really hard in terms of behaviour because you’re trying to encourage kids to put effort into their work and take a pride in it, and then it gets damaged because it can’t be stored properly and then they think “what’s the point?’’’

Teachers point out that work from a previous year has to be kept until the end of the Autumn term. With around 850 pupils passing through the department each year, there is an extraordinary amount of work generated, and the storage facilities are simply inadequate. 

In the larger room that is divided into two, the second half is used for fabric printing, storage and for the tertiary students to work in their free time. The two fabric-printing tables can be covered with large sheets of cardboard to be used for independent study. The space is in daily, heavy use, with the tables also doubling as a temporary storage space for work handed in for assessment. This frequently makes fabric printing difficult for more than three students at a time, and restricts the ability of tertiary students to work in their free lessons.

Despite the fact that this space is full of work and houses the only store cupboard in the department, every year, the art department has to fight to save this space from becoming another classroom. 

Even in the designated art store, there are problems with the storage for materials and equipment. The art technician says:

‘Storage is appalling. As you can see there isn’t even a proper shelving system in here. We just want shelving where paper and materials can be laid out properly and are easy to access.’

Having moved jobs from a small-scale pottery where the budget too was always tight, the technician has been amazed by the inadequacy of the facilities. Again she comments:

‘All the furniture seems to be old and broken. You make do with that, but really there’s nothing in here that’s suitable for what it’s supposed to be doing.’

Work is displayed wherever it can be. In one room this means using the windows; in another, work is displayed right up to the high ceiling. There is nowhere for the display of three-dimensional work, either in the rooms themselves or elsewhere in the School. The teachers recognise how valuable this would be in generating a sense of pride and purpose in pupils’ work.

Teachers have no space for their own work, the only facility being small desks squeezed into corners of the classrooms. They acknowledge how valuable it would be to have space where they could spread out pupils’ work for assessment, or prepare materials. 

ICT provision is limited. The new ICT suite was previously an additional art room, used mainly by tertiary pupils. Empty much of the time, teachers feel that a better use of the money would have been to intersperse enhanced provision throughout the School. They point out that in the art-making process there is a constant need to move between research and practical work, gathering ideas and references as needed. For this purpose, having to block-book an ICT suite for allocated periods simply does not work. Tertiary students had previously been able to attempt large-scale work without having to pack it away and move it from room to room each lesson: the loss of space has limited their opportunities, and they have strong feelings about losing their space to ICT. One student commented:

‘It’s all very well giving us a space and the computers, but actually most students have computers at home, while no one has the space and equipment to do art at home – I certainly don’t.’

The newer art room is, on first sight, a much more appealing space. With large windows, a high roof and French doors opening out onto the courtyard, the space is bright and airy. However, despite having been designed in the last ten years, this space is the room that teachers least like to work in. For a start, it is too small, particularly given that it was always intended as a 3D/ceramics room. The teacher who has this space simply says, ‘Year 9 don’t do 3D at the moment – there just isn’t enough space.’ The students back this up. One pupil commented, ‘If we’re going to do big work, we can only do it as a group because there isn’t enough room to do it on your own.’

This space often houses around 30 students, and the teacher explains that ‘for my bigger groups we have to bring a table in from outside and stick it just inside the door, in front of the sink’. 

The same teacher finds the lack of space a particular problem for groups amongst which there are behaviour issues. She points out that:

‘There’s no space for pupils to move around each other, so they have squeeze between rows. With groups where there are behaviour problems this congestion makes it a nightmare. No wonder kids get frustrated and problems between them flare up.’ 

It also limits teaching styles:

‘In the National Curriculum it says that you’re supposed to be varying between group work, individual work, class work, etc., but the only way l can teach them is as a whole group because they all have to sit facing the same way and the only person they can talk to is their immediate neighbour.’

She also points out:

‘… when you’ve got kids with really strong ideas of their own about how they want to develop their work, you can’t let them do it because of the space, so you’re never extending the really keen ones.’

There is no ICT provision in this room because it lacks any space where a computer could be housed. However, there are three sinks, and the department are currently considering taking one out to make space for a computer. 

Teachers wonder how the dimensions for this space were calculated. They point to the relative luxuries enjoyed by design and technology departments, with spaces that are purpose-built to house equipment and materials, and with proper concern for health & safety issues. The design of this new art space was clearly treated no differently from rooms used for maths or language. One teacher comments:

‘The message needs to be got across that art isn’t just working on A4 or A3 paper on desks. These days the curriculum says that art should be ceramics, large-scale 3D work, textiles, plaster, clay. These materials need specialist facilities.’

Considering that the space was designed to be a ceramics room, facilities are poor. The clay store is outside in the courtyard, and there is nowhere for damp cupboards to be housed in the room itself; instead, these occupy the corridor and teachers are constantly being told by fire officers to move them. The problem is that they have nowhere to move them to. 

There are many other frustrations with this purpose-built space. The standard, kitchen-sized cupboards that run along the length of the classroom are inappropriate and unusable. They lack the depth to take larger paper sizes and a central strut between the doors makes it impossible to get large paper in anyway. The teacher’s comment is that ‘you might as well rip them out for all the good they do’. The department asked for a built-in plan chest, but the drawers are so shallow that they can’t be used for storing work, and instead many lie empty because the drawers will only take small-scale equipment such as pencils. 

There are also concerns about the materials used in construction. The teacher is surprised that in a purpose-built ceramics room, where all surfaces should be cleanable to limit the amount of silica dust in the atmosphere, the beams are of rough wood that can’t be cleaned. These beams are used for storage of 3D work, and objects have to be nailed to the beams to limit the risk of them falling onto pupils working below. The teacher is aware that this is in breach of health & safety regulations but has no choice.

The temperature in the space is also a problem. The room has two external walls, a high roof, and a lot of glass. Radiators are boxed in behind the cupboards with small vents in the worktops. This is an inefficient heating system and the room is extremely cold in winter. 

Overall, the art teachers spend a good deal of their time simply struggling to make their spaces work for them – constantly trying to make room, initiate small improvements where budget allows, and fighting to retain the little space they do have. 

With the money they do have available, there are modest plans for improvement. They currently have a bid in for proper shelving for the storeroom, and for new chairs and tables to replace the very old ones. They have also been forced to make a move that they all feel uncomfortable with: from next year, the department will be asking for a contribution of £10.00 from each GCSE student for materials in an effort to free up capitation to improve working conditions for students and teachers alike. 

Lessons learned

In terms of their new space, the teachers at Frome have learned that an extraordinary tenacity is needed to ensure that the final outcome meets their specifications. They have learned that teachers need to be really specific about what they want. In their case, they specified large cupboards and a plan chest, assuming that the architect would understand exactly what this meant. It turns out that their specifications should have included detailed dimensions. 

The teachers did see the plans and were often disappointed with what they saw. With hindsight, they acknowledge that they should have fought harder to get what they want. They recognise that there is often an attitude of ‘being grateful for what you do get’ that reins teachers in from being more critical and demanding.  

The staff argue that, at minimum, any formula for calculating floor space should take into account how many children pass through the space in a year and the amount of work they are likely to produce in that time. They also think that an extra metre all round the outside of the room, for cupboards storing materials and equipment, should be added to this formula.

Key factors 

· The need for adequate storage for materials, equipment and pupils’ work, particularly taking account of the need to store pupils’ work for a year or more, and the increasing curricular trend towards large-scale and three- dimensional work

· The need for proper facilities for tertiary (or sixth form) students who frequently visit the art department to pursue their studies in their free periods, and after school

· The need for workspace for teachers, ideally in the form of a base where they can research and develop their teaching, and with space to lay out pupils’ work for assessment

· Proper space to display and exhibit pupils’ work, since exhibiting work is a primary reason for doing art

· The need for access to ICT within the art department for all students
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