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Introduction

Creative Partnerships was a government-funded initiative put in place during 2001 by the Arts Council England. It operated across all nine English regions and it ran for a decade, closing in the summer of 2011. This book aims to draw on experiences from this programme, which was the largest creative education programme of its kind in the world. It will reflect on learning outcomes from this initiative, and is based on a unique body of research in order to provide points of reflection, and suggestions for embedding creative learning in any school and in any classroom.

The ambition to nurture creativity in young people through their experiences at school is an area of significant interest to educators and has been an important aspect of progressive, child-centred approaches to learning for many years. There has also been a good deal of interest at policy level over recent years, although there is much less consensus about what a ‘creative education’ might be in this regard. Is it about preparation for jobs in the creative industries? Is it about innovation and entrepreneurial skills? Is it just about good learning or is it about getting better results in exams? Is it about a set of habits or attributes that might be thought of as ‘creative’ and which might be fostered through particular pedagogical approaches? Might it be a blend of all of the above, and more?

Clearly, ‘creativity’ is a concept open to a wide variety of interpretations and is often used in a generic sense, rather than with precision. Particularly since the turn of the millennium, it has come to represent an important element within the basket of skills, behaviours and attitudes required to meet some of the pressing challenges that we, and the next generation, will face in the twenty-first century (Trilling and Fadel, 2009). The logic here is that since we cannot hope to predict the kinds of societies our children will grow up in or what jobs they might undertake as adults, the kinds of flexible, resilient and imaginative minds creative education develops could offer the best available preparation in our changing times.

Today, the ongoing challenges in the education sector are in fact a replay of long-standing debates about the purpose of schooling and the needs of young people (NACCCE, 1999). The frequent policy shifts and inflections – Creative Partnerships being just one example – often push and pull education between reform for fitness for contemporary and future societies, and a ‘return’ to an imagined educational high-point where the ‘basics’ were taught with greater rigour and the whole of society directly benefited as a result.1 With such a loaded set of terms at its heart, and with a decades-old debate as yet unresolved still rumbling behind it, you might imagine that a national initiative such as Creative Partnerships would have struggled to make itself understood and that it might have fallen into the trap of being ‘all things to all people’.

However, through careful planning and thanks to a network of dedicated professionals committed to connecting the worlds of the arts and creative practice with those of education and child development, this government-funded programme (2002–2011) not only managed to retain focus and coherence as it grew to work with over 5,000 schools, but also began to define more sharply, through applied practice in a wide variety of classrooms, some of the elusive concepts at the heart of creative work.

This book aims to set out and reflect on the main elements of the programme as they were seen through a number of research and evaluative projects, but rather than do so in a purely retrospective manner it attempts to extend an invitation to embed creative practice in schools to all teachers by offering a blend of thematic description and practical advice. Each chapter will look at a particular aspect of creative education and consider, from the perspective of the Creative Partnerships programme, what lessons might be drawn from the experience, what thinking points emerge that could inform practice in classrooms, and how the principles might be carried forward in schools not connected to a creative programme of any kind. It assumes no prior knowledge of Creative Partnerships and builds towards an essential set of transferable principles for any teacher or any school with ambitions to put creativity at the heart of their curriculum.

In this introduction I will briefly describe the Creative Partnerships programme; its roots in prior arts practice and various forms of progressive education, and the way it came to be structured and operated nationally. I will give a sense of how it transformed over time, from being a new policy idea to a programme and to something that could be applied day-to-day as sets of practices for teachers, artists and children. This will set the context for the main chapters that follow and it is hoped it will give the reader a clear understanding of the backstory that shapes the principles and themes explored later in the book.

What was Creative Partnerships and how did it work?

The government-funded initiative Creative Partnerships was an approach to working with schools that aimed to develop creativity in young people and improve their learning generally. It set out to achieve this by fostering partnerships between teachers and artists or other creative workers – from poets and dancers through to scientists and architects. The central hypothesis was that working and thinking practices in arts and creative professions would help unlock the full creative potential of teachers and their pupils. These partnerships would last for a significant period of time, typically between one and three years, sometimes longer. There was a leverage principle at the heart of the programme, namely, that through partnerships between the education sector and the arts and creative sector a richer learning yield might result. While teachers are already creative and flexible in many ways, it was thought that there were particular ways of thinking and working which were habitual to artists and other creative workers that might boost learning if they could be brought into schools in engaging ways. It was hoped that children would do better in terms of attainment, but would also develop the kinds of skills necessary for a rapidly shifting economic and social landscape. This was a response to a number of reports, for example, the report of the committee chaired by Sir Ken Robinson (NACCCE, 1999) and the DEMOS report, The Creative Age (1999), but also, and perhaps this is less-widely acknowledged, it was a broader sector-wide response to debates about the role and effectiveness of arts education and place of culture in the lives of young people. At the time, there was a growing sense that young people needed the chance to repeat arts and creative learning activities, rather than be offered a series of ‘one-off’ opportunities sometimes many months, or even years apart. In this sense, Creative Partnerships developed out of political will and an ongoing development of arts education.

Creative Partnerships was always a relatively well-funded initiative, but it began with modest numbers of schools, and from 2004 to 2011 it grew to be a very large programme indeed (see Appendix 1 for numbers of schools, teachers and young people who took part). In 2002, the initiative began in 16 areas across England2 and each area was expected to work with between 15 and 20 schools. Many areas quickly moved on to work informally with more schools than this, often as a way of cementing relationships with Local Authorities and responding to varying levels of demand for the kinds of opportunities Creative Partnerships was offering. A second and third wave of Creative Partnerships areas were gradually introduced over 2004/5 and led to a total of 36 areas in all, four in each of the nine English regions.3

An intensive programme of research and evaluation helped the programme administrators, initially based within the Arts Council England, to understand the key elements of the programme. Over time, these insights led to a series of redefinitions of the approach, which in turn led to the formation of a revised Creative Partnerships programme in 2008. Key to this was the establishment of the role of ‘creative agent’, which will be explained below, and the creation of a network of independent delivery organisations, separate from the Arts Council England. At this stage the programme grew to reach larger numbers of schools through three programme strands – Enquiry Schools, Change Schools and Schools of Creativity.

All of this gives a flavour as to the size and spread of the programme and the pace of growth nationally. But what was actually happening in classrooms? The most effective Creative Partnerships work in schools was recognisable from the earliest days of the initiative. The challenge was how best to ensure that effective practice was happening in as many classrooms as possible. In order to do this it was important to reflect on how the most impactful projects were set up. But what did such work even look like in the schools?

Normally, a successful project would begin with some acknowledgement of the school’s particular needs or pressing
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