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Space for Art Case Study: Icknield High School

	Cost of project

The new art block was partly funded through the financial arrangements for arts college status. A total of £240,000 was allocated for new build, which came from the DfES, commercial sponsorship, and School funds.

Timing

1985: Stephen MacPhail appointed head of art. 1997: Keith Ford appointed Headteacher. 1999: work starts on new visual arts block; School gains arts college status (visual arts). 2000: art block completed.

Dimensions

202m2


Project title

The Art Block, Icknield High School – Luton

Participants

Head of art and deputy head: Stephen MacPhail; Headteacher: Keith Ford. 

Location 

Icknield High School is located in a residential area in the north of the town. The buildings were put up in 1945 and served as a hospital immediately after the Second World War. They were converted for school use in 1947. Because of the age of the buildings, maintenance costs are very high. The art block was the first major new build for the School: construction of a new block for expressive arts is due to begin in autumn 2003. 

Pupil numbers

1,350 pupils in the School, aged 11 to 16. Some 40% of the year group take art at GCSE, of whom around three-quarters achieve grade A* to C.

Background

Before the 1990s, art at Icknield High School had to weather the twin pressures of unsympathetic senior management and changes in educational priorities. For a time, art was marginalised with staff and space cut back, and resources squeezed. At one point, the art budget totalled £800 to service some 1,200 pupils, who were reduced to drawing on newsprint. Only the dedication and imaginative thinking of the art staff, led by head of art Stephen MacPhail, kept the subject on track.

A change of Head and atmosphere at the School enabled the art department to take a more innovative and expansive approach. Art began to achieve the best exam results in the School, and more artists were brought in to work with the pupils.

A major step forward came with the launch of a community arts project entitled The Art Factory. Devised by Stephen MacPhail, the project involved turning a derelict quadrangle in the School grounds into a Japanese garden. This led on to a pilot scheme to put more art works around the School through collaborations between artists and the pupils. This was later extended to working in other schools, with Icknield training and commissioning artists-in-residence for each location. Most of the work was in local primary schools, plus a hospital, community centre, museum, and a couple of other secondary schools. A sponsorship award from the Barclays New Futures scheme created a springboard for the project to become a long-term activity. 

By the mid-1990s a very busy department was under huge space pressures, with just three studios and little room to accommodate the growing number of art works being produced by the pupils and the artists-in-residence. In addition, an increasing amount of MacPhail’s time was taken up with the arduous tasks of researching sources of and negotiating for funds from commercial and other sponsors. ‘A big part of the job is bidding for money and seeing how to make things happen,’ he says.

The development process

The move to acquiring new art space was already underway when the School decided to seek arts college status, a move supported by a new Head with a strong commitment to the arts. It took two years for the School to raise the funding from the commercial sector to match the government grant for specialist schools. During that time the new developments were already underway.

As well as wanting additional space for pupils to work in and for the burgeoning community arts work, the art department also needed more ICT facilities. Sponsorship deals raised money for new technology facilities, and especially digital imaging resources, to be incorporated into the redevelopment of the art department.

At the same time, a rolling programme of refurbishment of existing spaces was initiated (after criticism from Ofsted inspectors), including greater storage, blinds, and reshaping spaces. Teachers and artists had ‘a big input’ into the details of the refurbishment. 

While the arts college funding was being pursued, Stephen MacPhail was negotiating an in-kind sponsorship deal for an architect in a locally based international firm to provide drawings for the kind of space he needed for the art department within the agreed budget. In the end, says MacPhail, ‘the budget wouldn’t stretch to carry through the design’ and another architect was employed via the School’s building consultant. At that time, the School had grant-maintained status which gave it increased responsibility for such developments – rather than working through the local education authority alone, like other state schools. 

Stephen MacPhail set out what he needed the new build to provide. The main requirement was for a capacity for flexible use. He had ‘about three’ subsequent meetings with the architect and the deputy head, who was in charge of building for the School. Together, they consulted the DfES guidance on the ideal size of art studio, and went for the largest size of studio within the space available. They also attended a meeting with other schools, organised by the DfES. MacPhail reports: ‘We talked about formulae for layouts and tables and so on. I suppose we absorbed it, but at the end of the day you use your own experience and have learned what not to do.’ 

Over the years, MacPhail has experimented with different kinds of furniture, such as chairs and easel-tables, to come up with what best suits pupils’ ability to work well. Such a commonsense process can, of course, lead to ‘mistakes’ as well as successes. However, taking such initiatives gives teachers invaluable experience on which to draw when opportunities arise for renewing stock.

Despite remaining heavily involved in the developments, Stephen MacPhail says there came a point when the decisions and budgetary issues were out of his hands. 

Part of the new build has been constructed on top of an existing building. Once the work was underway it was discovered that an existing wall could not take the load of the new build. This led to increased costs.

The resulting new space provides, on the upper floor, four general-purpose studios, a textile studio, and a multi-media suite. On the ground floor there are three IT rooms, two food technology rooms and a textile space. Overall, a greater flexibility has been achieved. ‘The studio spaces are very good for pupils and for artists to work together.’ In addition, there is a creative design department for graphic design and 3D sculpture in a different building.

The external structure is unusual, eye-catching but not beautiful, and colourful, being bright red. ‘There were criticisms about it being garish and not in keeping with the rest of the School,’ says MacPhail, who wanted the red colour. ‘But I loved it immediately. It has the feel of the 70s and of the American minimalist painters like Ellsworth Kelly.’ Red has now been carried through the rest of the School’s continuing refurbishment.

Internally, there have been mistakes, as MacPhail acknowledges. The heating and ventilation are inadequate and poorly installed. While there is air-conditioning in the multi-media suite, it is also badly needed in the studios, which become very hot in summer. The materials used for the internal finish of the building have proved impractical for display purposes and for hanging systems. However, MacPhail has ‘no misgivings’. The problems with display are felt to be offset by the fact that there are visual arts displays throughout the School. 

A further drawback is the lack of a kiln for ceramics – out of commission because of asbestos. That is being addressed as soon as possible. Most of the ‘mistakes’ have been created by budgetary constraints and by decisions made by those without a clear idea of their consequences for an art department.

And yet, there is a dynamism there that can make even significant problems manageable. The School does have a thriving, popular and award-winning art department whose influence extends deep into the local community. It provides a major resource for the training, support and commissioning of artists in educational and social contexts. The art department has also become a driving force for development across the School.

Future initiatives include a new expressive arts block to complement the visual arts block. This will enable the School to expand the artists’ training element into other art forms. Stephen MacPhail also talks of developing the capacity for a proper and secure exhibition area, and a series of community studios with 3D facilities and ‘a versatile space’ to adjoin the new art block. All this is being done in the continuing context of having to seek funding from business, trusts, and the numerous government funding or award streams. ‘The funding we have ordinarily would not stretch to making a lot of these things happen.’

MacPhail sums up his thinking, and what drives him, when he says: ‘If you are a dynamic, developmental organisation, and you want to be a school always at the forefront of education, developing creativity and thinking skills, offering new media and technology, and encouraging creative thinking from artists, then you have the potential to do so much.’
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