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Standards in art and design

In the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) 65% of pupils gained A*–C grades and 98% gained A–G grades. The difference between boys (52% A*–C) and girls (73% A*–C) remains wide. In the A level 49% gained A–B grades and 95% 
A–E. The difference between boys (41% A–B) and girls (52% A–B) is closer than at GCSE, although a much smaller number of boys take the subject (less than one third).

Overview

Art and design is a successful subject that is served by a good system of specialist initial teacher training. By and large, teachers have responded well to recent curricular changes at Key Stage 4 and for post-16 courses. Despite limited or misdirected in-service education training (INSET) opportunities, such as those related to information and communication technology (ICT), and a decline in specialist advisory support, teachers are meeting the requirements of the National Curriculum in sometimes exciting and innovative ways. Provision generally tends to be weaker in Key Stage 3 than in Key Stage 4. The impact of the Key Stage 3 Strategy on the subject has been no more than patchy and in some schools appears to have passed the subject by. There are also signs that work for students on post-16 courses, while in some cases exemplifying very high quality in teaching and learning, is not always as challenging as it might be.

Strengths in secondary art and design

· Schools that have developed effective practice in art and design demonstrate some or all of the following characteristics.

·            Teaching is founded on secure specialist knowledge of drawing and painting and at least one craft process, on sound planning and appropriate levels of challenge.

·            Assessment is good overall; pupils, especially those on examination courses, understand how they are being assessed and take increasing responsibility for judging their own progress and setting art specific personal targets.

·            The curriculum provides a breadth and depth of experience in the use of both two- and three-dimensional media and introduces pupils to a range of artists from the contemporary world and from different times and cultures.

·            Pupils demonstrate positive attitudes to the subject, sustain interest in their work well beyond lesson time and achieve well in relation to other subjects.

 

Areas for development in secondary art and design

Securing progression and entitlement

Within and across each phase of schooling more can be done to ensure that all pupils make the progress they are capable of and enjoy the full range of media experiences that art and design offers and the National Curriculum requires.

Although pupils have studied National Curriculum art and design for seven years in their primary school, it is still relatively rare for this experience, however imperfect, to be acknowledged and built on successfully in Key Stage 3. While this is often because visual evidence of an individual primary school pupil’s progress is rarely shared, there is also something of a cultural divide between the two phases of schooling; secondary teachers often have limited perceptions of art in Key Stages 1 and 2, both in terms of what pupils do and what they can achieve. Some primary and secondary schools are successful at crossing the divide through, for instance: joint art exhibitions; shared artists in residence; art projects begun in Year 6 and completed in Year 7; and cross-phase moderation activities. Such initiatives are sometimes developed by the work of advanced skills teachers or specialist schools. There is, however, still much to do.

Within Key Stage 3 there is also a weakness in the progressive development of pupils’ knowledge, skills and understanding, especially in the core activities of drawing and painting. Too often, the teaching of such skills lacks rigour, with pupils given only the barest repertoire of techniques and media experiences with which to develop their ideas. Where these skills, especially drawing, are given a strong, sustained emphasis, standards of achievement are invariably higher.

There is also the danger, evident in some schools, of the curriculum in the latter part of Key Stage 3 being little more than a preparation for examinations in Key Stage 4, with limitations placed on the breadth of study required by the National Curriculum in order to perfect a particular style of coursework associated with examination success. This ‘back wash’ effect can both inhibit the quality of the curriculum experience and disincline some pupils from opting for the subject later.

The issue of boys’ achievement continues to be significant, as shown by A*–C results at GCSE. While art as a subject is often judged to be highly effective at engaging all pupils, including those with special educational needs, English as an additional language and those who are gifted and talented, some departments have difficulty in engaging the interests of some boys or, indeed, persuading boys that art at examination level is worth pursuing at all. At GCSE level, nearly six out of ten and at Advanced Subsidiary (AS) level, two in three candidates are female. Furthermore, the great majority of candidates for initial teacher training courses in art and design are also female. Schools need to give this issue serious attention.

Promoting craft and design

Pupils can also miss out on designing and crafting as essential processes within the subject. This situation is sometimes due to insufficient specialist resources but more frequently reflects the predominantly fine art backgrounds of art teachers and the limited INSET opportunities available to them in many local education authorities (LEAs), less than half of which have specialist art advisers. This omission has been highlighted in the recent inspections of the new GCSE in applied art and design. Many of the teachers responsible for this new initiative have only the skimpiest knowledge of the art and design related industries and, thus, the ways in which the course can provide pupils with a meaningful introduction to cognate skills and working practices.1
In meeting the National Curriculum requirements, many teachers have been highly successful in teaching pupils to engage in art, craft and design from different cultures. However, the choice of cultural tradition or artefact often begs many questions. Why is it, for instance, that Australian aboriginal art receives more references in inspection reports than Asian art, or Black African art far fewer references than African-Caribbean art? How do these choices reflect our multicultural heritage? When using these resources, is sufficient attention given to their cultural provenance or are they just ‘cherry picked’ for their formal qualities? While many teachers do give careful consideration to such questions, many others do not; thus they miss an opportunity to help pupils to engage with issues pertaining to, for instance, cultural values, the development and role of the ‘canon’ and the purposes and influence of museums and galleries on the way the visual arts are mediated. Where such issues are at the heart of the critical studies dimension of the art curriculum, schools are often working closely with museum or gallery education departments, using the resources of museum and gallery education staff to complement the expertise of specialist teachers.

Improving resources for art and design

While there are indications of an increase in the use of galleries and museums to teach art and design in some parts of the country, inspired by the Museums and Galleries Education Programme for instance, it is often pupils in Key Stage 4 and students on post-16 courses who have the most opportunities to visit such establishments. The widening of opportunities for all pupils, especially those in Key Stage 3, to use these cultural resources, with due regard to risk assessments and pupils’ health and safety, continues to be a challenge for both art teachers and gallery educators. Good practice, such as that involving schools and galleries working in a reciprocal and sustained partnership, are models for others to follow. Encouraging work can also be seen in the use of visiting artists; probably around half of secondary schools use such resources for shorter or longer periods, often providing media experiences that schools may not be able to provide otherwise, for instance, photography, ICT, sculpture and textiles. External funding such as that for gifted and talented pupils and Creative Partnerships is helping more schools to employ visiting artists. The challenge, however, is to ensure that their residencies are not just ‘one offs’ with little or no lasting effect on standards of achievement. There are sufficient positive case studies to suggest how this might be done.

Compared with Key Stage 4 and post-16 courses, pupils in Key Stage 3 can also have less experience of ICT as a creative medium. This can be for a variety of reasons: inadequacies in the number and quality of equipment, software and technical support; the sometimes daunting logistics of taking a large class to an all purpose computer suite in another part of the school; and teachers’ lack of expertise in either the technical aspects of ICT or its use in the classroom. While good quality bespoke training is available to some teachers, through school and LEA based initiatives or through the work of professional associations, this still remains a major training issue for the subject. ICT is not just an ‘add on’ to the curriculum. The new technologies have begun to change the very nature of visual art, how it is made and how it is communicated, as well as blurring the boundaries between different art forms, as in aspects of performance art. To ignore ICT prevents pupils from engaging with the dynamic nature of art and design.

Inadequacies in specialist accommodation and resources continue to be evident in well over one school in ten; the situation is rather worse in post-16, where one school in five has poor specialist facilities. Many schools are unable to offer experiences in, for instance, photography, sculpture and printmaking, because of a lack of equipment, space, storage or technical support. Art specialists are renowned for improvisation. However, sustained development is required for the subject to improve further and make a full contribution to personal and vocational development for a greater number of pupils.
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