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Making the most of crafts
in Merseyside schools

Through a rigorous best-practice review, Bluecoat Display Centre (BDC),
Liverpool, were able to build a picture of the conditions and resources
needed for collaborations between schools and craft-makers. Here,

Jeff Adams, proféssor emeritus in education, University of Chester,

Sam Rhodes, BDC director, and Claire Smith, BDC gallery assistant,
sharetheir review findings which identified the best practice, benefits
and legacies of artist-led residencies in schools

During 2018/19, the Bluecoat Display
Centre (BDC) inLiverpool setoutto
undertake a review of best-practice models
forintegrating craft-makersinto secondary
educationto supportresearch-informed
practice increative education. The project
took us into anumber of local secondary
schools around Merseyside to meet teachers
who had integrated artist-led working
andresidencies into their curriculums,
to helpus build a detailed picture of the
conditions and resources that are essential
fora productivelong-term collaboration
between theschools and the craft-maker.
During the visits we discovered great
enthusiasm, and acommitment tothe idea that
making with professionalartistsand craft-makers
inthe classroomwasapositive and valuable

mode of learning for children. Atone school the
headofart showed us the ongoing ceramic work
that had beeninspired byworking with the potter
Jim Robison, amaker of distinctive ceramic
sculptures, Hisstyle andthe impact of hiswork
within the school were still clearly evident
through the pieces on display producedby
students. This il lustratesthe importance of one
ofthe long-term legacies of a craft-maker
residency, the developmentof skillsand
techniguesforthe teachers, which will continue
to benefitstudentsbeyond thelife of the
residencyitself.

Another legacy of residenciesis the opportunity
forstudents tosee craftmakingasaviable career,
providing childrenwith tangible professional role
models. Michael Brennand-Wood, textile artist
said: Aresidencyprovidesaninformalforum

where anyone canengage and askquestions.
Inevitably this will quicklylead intodiscussions
about how youmake aliving, where you exhibit,
the costof work, traveland ot her very important
practical considerations that youwould neverbe
able toaskinagallery,allofwhichunderscores
that beinganartistisanormal and achievable
ambition forapotentialcareer’

Thisisparticularlyimportant when children
reach the criticalstage in their secondary
education where they must make subjectchoices,
whichwillthen have asignificantbearingon their
later career andprovidesvaluable ammunition for
thedepartment when encouraging students to
take up artand craft-based subjects. The rejection
oftheartsthrough lackofrole modelsorfear
ofunemploymentisoftenirreversible, soa
professional maker’s presence in the school isvital
at thisstage toassertthe value and significance
oftheartsinavisible and practical way.

The Crafts Council’s current ‘“Make Your
Future’ initiative hasbrought togetherhigher
educationinstitutions, cultural partners,
secondary schools, and makerswiththeaimto
revive the practice and passion formakingin
schools. Acommon theme raised duringour
researchwasthe importance of teachersbeing
involvedinthe selection of the craft-makerto
ensure they were agoodfitforboth the staff



‘“Therejection of the arts through lack of role models
or fear of unemploymentis often irreversible, soa
professional maker’s presence in the school is vital at
this stage to assert the value and significance of the
arts inavisible and practical way’

and students, with both adequate expertise and
pedagogicalinsight. Inresponseto this, BDC
piloted aseriesof practical workshopsled by
craft-makersworking acrossa range of disciplines,
organised asprofessional development
opportunities forlocal artdepartment staff. The
workshops featuredarange of local craftspeople
and disciplines, including well-established
craft-makers such as Rachael Howardand Michael
Brennand-Wood,both enthusiastically embraced
theprinciplesunderpinning the project. Michael
said: ‘Inanincreasingly pressurised academic
environment, anartistworkinginaschool isa
real respite from formulisedcurriculums, a
non-judgmental spacetoexplore and experience
amore self-motivated approach’.

Rachael'sworkshopshowed teachers how
to make simple papercutstencilstobeusedin
screen-printing Asshe explained: “The low-tech
approachishighlyeffective and, once confidence
is built up, the creative possibilitiesopenup and
participantsare driven forwards, full ofideas
and excitement’. The workshop demonstrated
the effective use of these techniques, which
remove many of the complications, equipment
and costsassociated with more complexmethods
of screen-printing Asone teachercommented:
‘Working with Rachaelshowed me how effective
usingjustpaperstencilscould be’.

Other work shop sessions for teachersincluded
afused-glassworkshop with Verity Pulford
and a ceramicsworkshop with AttilaOlah.
We found afrequenttopic of discussion during
these workshopswasthe cost of equipment and
materials, and awelcome outcome forthe local
teacherswas the opportunityitprovided for
networking, which prompteddiscussionsa
round the sharing of resourcessuch askilns,

The workshops proved that the importance of
residencies foraschool’steachersisjustas
significant asthe benefitto the students, asit
providesmuch needed professional development
that continuesto benefitart departments
beyond the residency.

The professional development workshops
with the teachers sparked new ideas for the
classroom, and following these sessions a series
of workshops forstudentswasalso planned.
These included twofurthertextilesworkshops
with Michael, who taught students how to create
three-dimensionalorrelief-based constructions
using fabric, thread, metal, paper, paint, collage
andwood. The theme of these workshopswas
linkedto the curriculum and involvedan
exploration of line, depth, translucency, il lusion
andstructure, He also encouraged students to
integrate theirpersonal interestssuchasmusic
orarchitecture, whichresulted inadiverse range
ofambiticusandexperimental pieces. Michael
says: ‘Artformeiscreative oilbetweenother
areasofthe curriculum. Inshortart and craft
make leaming pleasurable’

Feedback from studentsrefiected their
enjoymentof the workshopsandthe newskillsthey
gained through it. However,while experimentation
and creating samplesare agoodway tolearn,
student responses clearly showed that a tangible
final cutcome toaworkshoporresidencyis
required toensure their long-termengagement.

To properlyresource craft-makers and
theirprojects, detaileddiscussionsneed to take
place, and successdependson careful planning
of staffand students’ time. All teachers who
were interviewedtalkedabout identifying and
selecting the rightcraft-makerto delivera
residency, and that this mustbe inconsultation

with the school’shead teachersandother staff
in orderthat the residencybriefbe informed
by, andrelate to the curriculum.
BDCisnowexploringwaysto funda
programme of residencies of craft-makers in
secondaryschools in Merseyside. The research
has given BDC researchers aguide toproviding
residenciesfor craft-makersin classroom
situations, and willhelp to realise the widely-
shared beliefin the value of making as acentral
partofthe curriculum, allowing studentsand
staffto benefitfromthe expertise of the artist
and the broader holistic benefits of promoting
artssubjectsforlearningand wellbeing.

The Bluecoat Display Centre wasestablished
in1959 and runs agallery, educationand
communityoutreach programmes, it
provides a retail platformto over 300 selected
contemporary craftmakersbasedlocally and
across the UK. BDCisanadvocate, facilitator
and audience maker for contemporarycrafts,

Thisresearchwas a Cultural Education
Research Initiative (CERI) supported by
Curious Minds, Liverpool Hope University
and RECAP (the Centre for Researchinto
Education, Creativityandthe Arts through
Practice).

bluecoatdisplaycentre.com

1 Ceramics warkshop for 4 Michadl Brennand-

feachers, AlfilaQlah Wood, Though¥orm
2 Ceramics inspired by Riythmisa Dancer,
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3 Twilight workshop with
Rochoel Howard
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