
The en-quire programme was initiated in autumn 2004. Its over-arching aim
is ‘to explore and identify the conditions for maximising the transformative
potential of gallery education for young people.’ The research teams have
interpreted this as a generic question: What are the conditions for enabling
learning in the gallery context? The projects are due to be completed in
December 2005 and the research analysed in 2006. What follows is a
summary of the aims and structure of en-quire, and some examples and
observations that can be made at this stage, in advance of the more formal
findings.

The programme is being delivered through three clusters of galleries, each
working with an HEI (Higher Education Institution) in the North East, South
East and London. The clusters have developed as three communities of
critical enquirers, working closely with teachers and artists on projects with
young people, each focusing on a different aspect of learning. 

The clusters
The London cluster is focusing its research on two strands. The first looks at
the collaboration between artists and educationalists in the context of the
contemporary art gallery; the second investigates what pedagogic strategies
encourage young people to develop critical skills in this context. Nicholas
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Addison and Lesley Burgess, from the Institute of Education, University of
London summarise in their report:  

‘The contemporary art gallery is recognised as a significant educational
interface in which professionals from different disciplines form partnerships
to develop creative, critical and inclusive learning experiences. This research
is therefore informed by the drive to develop educational practices through
partnerships. These partnerships enable young people to extend their
education beyond the classroom, to engage with local and global discourses
and practices. Within these practices it is important to recognise that the
contemporary arts not only reflect but also construct the culture in which
people live; thus the importance of the en-quire research.

‘The aim of the London cluster research is to understand how learning, as a
transformative process, can develop in response to works of contemporary
art. Such works are often characterised by the media in stereotypical ways,
for example: as absurd, deficient or contentious. The contemporary art
gallery is therefore a site where these assumptions can be questioned and a
fruitful dialogue developed in which the concerns of artists, critics and
curators can inform wider cultural debates and discourses.’

Maeve O'Brien, Centre for Continuing Education, University of Sussex,
worked on the first phase of research with the South East cluster. This cluster
is investigating the ways in which a gallery education experience acts as a
trigger to learning and if gallery education experiences provide
opportunities to consider self-identity and creativity, that in turn contributes
to social and emotional development. The research framework takes the
contemporary gallery environment to mean all work emanating from the
gallery. This includes work taking place in galleries and work carried out in
schools and in the community. 

‘The project team used the first phase of research to question received
perceptions and assumptions both about learning and the unique factors to
gallery education. Firstly, the research sought to establish how far individuals
and interest groups were in agreement with a set of definitions of learning
widely used in the education and cultural sector – the Generic Learning
Outcomes. Secondly, it sought to supplement these with additional
definitions specific to the contemporary gallery sector. For example, it is the
scope for accommodating personal freedom, change and self-determination
that, from the sample, make taking part in art projects different for young
people. 

‘The second phase of the research has been able to build on the main themes
emerging from phase one, in particular the idea of self-determination and
risk-taking being central to the gallery education experience as well as
valuable and powerful tools for learning.

‘Research in the second phase is taking place during the dynamic
collaboration between four key players, gallery educators, artists, teachers
and young people as they work together to design, deliver and evaluate
gallery education projects. Central to this dynamic and a key theme for the
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South East cluster is exploring, "what is the nature of the learning
experience that gallery education provides for young people as a result of
the collaboration of a gallery educator and an artist". Specifically, the
research seeks to explore the transactional space between the participants,
with a particular focus on the role of the artist in the project setting.’

As with the South East cluster, initial research in the North East tested the
impact of the Inspiring Learning for All (ILfA) framework adopted by the
Museums, Libraries and Archives Council. Through semi-structured focus
group discussions and interviews, the research reviewed the responses and
attitudes to the ILfA framework of teachers (both primary and secondary),
gallery education staff and artists involved in gallery education activities. The
findings suggested to Andrew Newman and Chris Whitehead, from the
International Centre for Cultural and Heritage Studies, Newcastle 
University that:

‘while teachers subscribed relatively readily to the framework (perhaps
because of its similarity to other frameworks with which they work), artists
and, to a lesser extent, gallery education staff tended to reject some of its
premises and its implications for the understanding of learning in gallery
contexts. During the research a number of aspects of learning emerged
which were understood by respondents to be specific to the art gallery/art
class context; these included the development of abilities to learn about and
through context (e.g. the physical context of the gallery itself) and learning
through experimentation, risk taking and trial and error. 

‘Current research in the North East cluster is focusing on young people’s
development of human, social and cultural capital 1 and self esteem through
participation in gallery education and learning activities. The research team is
currently involved in qualitative data collection, primarily involving the
observation of gallery activities, open-ended, semi-structured interviews with
teachers, and focus group discussions with school pupils from different
schools and year groups both before and after their participation in gallery
education and learning activities. The aim of this approach is to identify the
short-term and longer term impact upon school pupils of their participation.’

Action research
The three universities have played an important role in working with the
gallery educators, artists and teachers to establish the focus of their cluster’s
research, to develop a methodology and provide training in action research.
The model of action research that has emerged through en-quire seems to
be particularly appropriate and exciting for those involved in gallery
education as it:
• reflects the inclusive, democratic approach to gallery education where all 

involved are learning together,
• reflects current discussion about gallery education as a social constructivist 

model of learning,
• is a practical, direct and dynamic form of CPD for gallery educators and 

artists that can in turn inform CPD for the wider gallery 
education community,

• enables gallery educators and artists, in particular, to be innovative, 
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inventive and challenge the way they work in order to learn about their 
professional practice,

• appeals to artists as their practice tends to involve  a personal cycle of 
planning, testing, making, reflection, adjustment etc. The artist educators  
involved so far in these discussions are very excited by a process that 
affirms their own methodology and encourages them to work with other 
people in this way.

The South East cluster worked with Janet Summerton 2 to explore and define
what is meant by action research – a concept that is not easy to define, being
a style of research rather than a specific method. It was first ‘labelled’ in
1946 by Kurt Lewin, a social scientist concerned with inter-group relations
and minority issues. It was partly a reaction to anthropological research
where the people being researched (arguably most expert about their own
lives) were observed and had no input to the research questions, process 
or conclusions.

However, it is now identified with research in which the researchers work
explicitly with and for people, rather than undertaking research on people. It
is a style of research that aims to empower people through its participatory
process. It is practical and specific, rooted in action or practice and involves
the analysis of qualitative data which, however, can be relevant and of
interest to a wider audience.  

Action research is always open ended; it is a process of discovery and is not
used to test assumptions (evaluation). It generally makes researcher and
researched equal, with the researcher acting as a facilitator for change and
consulting with participants, by regularly giving feedback to the full group.
This process then determines the next stage of the research and there is
often a collaborative spiral of planning, acting, observing, reflecting, re-
planning. The most successful examples have adequate time to ensure 
good planning and preparation. 

The main principles behind action research are:
• a decision to investigate current practice with a view to improving it
• exploring the multiplicity of practice and perceptions
• reaching collective agreement 
• learning from each other
• acting as critical friends and helping each other evaluate practice
• becoming a community of critical enquirers

Janet Summerton went on to highlight ‘participatory action research’ 3

which:
• is an approach to improving and changing practice
• is contingent on authentic participation
• is collaborative
• establishes self-critical communities
• is a systematic learning process
• involves people in theorising about their practices
• requires that people put their practices, ideas and assumptions to the test
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• involves keeping records
• involves making critical analyses

Lesley Burgess and Nicholas Addison, from the Institute of Education, led an
introductory session for partner teachers, artists and gallery educators in the
London cluster. They focused on models from research in education, quoting
Adams et al in their article ‘Action Research and Social Justice: some
Experiences of Schools in the Inner City’ which suggests four characteristic
elements of action research:
• a strong interest in helping practitioners deal with problems of practice 
• a broad methodological interest in interpretative methods 
• a growth of collaborative work in curriculum development and evaluation 
• an explicit ideological commitment to addressing social and political 

problems of education through participatory research carried out by 
practitioners.  (1997: 89)

Elliot, in his article ‘School-based Curriculum Development and Action
Research in the United Kingdom’ concurs: ‘What distinguishes action research
from other forms of educational enquiry are its transformative intentions
and the methodological principles (not methods) such intentions imply.’ The
methodology of educational action research might be briefly summarised as
follows:
• it is directed towards the realisation of an educational ideal, e.g. as 

represented by a pedagogical aim;
• it focuses on changing practice to make it more consistent with the ideal; 
• it gathers evidence of the extent to which the practice is 

consistent/inconsistent with the ideal and seeks explanations for 
inconsistencies by gathering evidence about the operation of contextual 
factors;

• it problematises some of the tacit theories which 
underpin and shape practice, i.e. taken-for-granted beliefs and norms;

• it involves practitioners in generating and testing action hypotheses about
how to effect worthwhile educational change. (Elliot 1997: 25)

Professional development
The en-quire programme has involved mainly new partnerships and
collaborations. The process of action research implies working closely
together on a very democratic basis, and the building of these ‘communities
of critical enquirers’ takes time. The participants need to invest in the
research process a great deal of time and energy and be prepared to openly
reflect and be critical about their own practice. However, the participants in
en-quire are already clear about the benefits of working together in this
way, as a process, as well as for the preliminary research findings, which will
be drawn together in April 2006. These were discussed at the en-quire
seminar in Newcastle in November.  

To date the most interesting element of the en-quire programme has been
the professional development for gallery educators, artists and teachers
inherent in the action research methodology. The benefits include knowing
more about each of the gallery’s policies and programmes, comparing
practice, developing new and more risky models, joint problem solving and
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mutual support and encouragement. 

A specific example would be in the North East, where a range of large and
smaller galleries is working together, some with a great deal of experience of
running education programmes and some less so. The more experienced are
able to work with the less experienced to devise appropriate projects. The
four gallery educators in the London cluster have worked together to
develop the programme of projects, to organise an exhibition of the young
people’s work, and have supported each other to solve problems where they
have arisen. 

As the programme progresses members are putting forward proposals for
particular training to meet needs identified through the research, for those
participating in en-quire and the wider artist, schools, gallery and museum
education sectors. Henrietta Hine, Schools Programmer at the Whitechapel
Gallery, has proposed to develop a training seminar for teachers based on the
experience of planning, organising, reviewing and adjusting long-term
projects through close collaboration between the gallery educator, artist and
teacher. 

The workshop will introduce ways of tackling contemporary art practice in
the school context. The focus will be on experimentation in topics such as
installation, sound art, appropriation, performance art, artist’s film,
photography etc. The learning outcomes and benefits of encouraging
experimentation, developing critical understanding, risk-taking and
innovation will be discussed. The workshop will be led by artist Sarah Carne,
art teacher Victoria McLaughlin and Henrietta Hine. The team have been
collaborating on the national en-quire research since October 2004 working
at the gallery and Eastlea Community School in Newham.

Natalie Walton, from the Towner Art Gallery in Eastbourne, has proposed a
seminar to look at learning styles, language and evaluation, arising out of
the South East cluster’s initial research into the different perceptions among
gallery educators, teachers, artists and young people, and their
understanding of terminology. Annie Bicknell, from Bow Arts Trust, is
working on a proposal for a professional development course for artists
wanting to work on education projects that would include the theoretical
context, workshops in gallery education practice and the initiation of the
artists’ own projects. 

As part of the en-quire programme, Emily Pringle has written a paper on
Learning Frameworks to assist those working in gallery education to analyse
their work and develop a more accurate understanding of the factors involved.
The North East cluster are proposing to research and provide an introduction
to the concept of Cultural Capital, relevant research and a bibliography, again,
as a tool for reflection and critical understanding. In addition, the en-quire
research programme is likely to influence future development of specific
courses for gallery educators, artist educators and teachers. 

The programme is already affecting the participants’ thinking about the
practice of gallery education. 
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Early research that identified risk and innovation as important elements in
gallery education has given credibility to the participants’ interest in
exploring innovative ideas. The small teams of gallery educator, artist and
teacher, working closely together on extended projects, find that there is
mutual encouragement and the time to be critical, adjust 
and introduce new ideas. 

Benefits
The artists are enjoying the process of action research, partly because it
connects so closely with their own ways of making work. They are able to
explore their practice as gallery educators, alongside the other professionals.
In the South East artists have had the opportunity to work with the French
organisation CEMEA 4, looking at a very active and participatory model of
gallery workshops. The artists were critical of the use of language and text to
explore learning outcomes from an art activity, and they were unwilling to
use questionnaires with young people. They thought it more logical to use
their experience as artists to integrate the research into the workshop
activity itself. This and French experience has led to exploration of the artist
as animateur and comparisons with work in community theatre.

There is also evidence that teachers working on the programme are
changing their practice and becoming keen to integrate elements of the
projects into their ongoing work in school. In some cases this has been
experienced teachers who have recognised that their practice has become
stale and want to re-invigorate it, and in one instance a newly qualified
teacher who wants to develop her teaching in innovative ways as a result of
the experience of working closely with an artist and gallery educator.  

The en-quire programme also has the potential to improve the service
provided by galleries, mediation and advocacy, although these areas will be
tested and become more apparent later in the programme. The main tool to
improve gallery education, the service offered to young people and to
schools arising out of en-quire, will be more detailed information about how
and what young people learn as a result of engaging with contemporary art
and with artists, and the successful factors in delivery. 

The cluster model is starting to become an effective tool for mediation and
advocacy as each gallery is aware of the other’s programmes and can
promote a service across a geographical area. In two regions the gallery
projects now involve visits by a school group to several venues in the cluster.
Deborah Barker, en-quire coordinator for the South East cluster, has
recognised the importance of thorough knowledge and confidence in
promoting gallery education:

‘If I wasn’t so familiar with the gallery and the research programme and able to
make links and talk so confidently about the en-quire project I am not sure that
the meetings with teachers would have been so successful. Iain (NE co-
ordinator) said he felt that it was important that the coordinator had a direct
role in the research... We both feel that it should be a recommendation if there
was another programme. It is so satisfying to be able to use all the knowledge
and expertise that you build up to directly inform the way the projects unfold.’
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A further area of impact could be organisational change, in galleries and in
schools. It is already evident that teachers’ practice is being influenced and
changed by the experience of working on en-quire projects as, of course, it is
through other gallery education work. It is also interesting to note that
schools that are convinced of the benefits of working with galleries and
contemporary art are willing to split class groups and make repeat visits to
galleries, and invite artists into the school to run workshops. This refutes the
oft-stated constraints of the school timetable, the curriculum and the
practical problems associated with visits. But teachers, and their head
teachers, need to be convinced of the value; more research into the learning
benefits should help to make that case. 

As a national, government-funded programme, supported by the Arts
Council and the three Higher Education Institutions, the en-quire programme
can also be used to promote gallery education within the galleries
themselves. Some of the gallery educators have been taking this opportunity
to talk about their work, the programme and their ambitions for more
innovative and extensive work with their curator colleagues, directors and
boards. 

Challenges
However, the programme is throwing up a number of issues about the
concept of action research and the extent to which en-quire is pursuing a
truly participatory approach, particularly in a sector that prides itself on
democracy, inclusivity and empowerment.

The first issue is about equality of participation, which is affected by
resources and time as much as intention. There are not three research teams,
one operating in each cluster; instead there are a number of different levels
of teams. One team comprises the gallery educators who meet often with
their cluster coordinator and who are tending to drive the programme. A
larger team includes the artists, teachers and sometimes the university
researchers. The teachers are more constrained in the time they can commit
to meetings and planning – though many are very involved. The artists are
also less involved because they have their own work, or other employment to
pursue. Equally, the HEI researchers are only able to contribute as far as
funding allows. Inevitably the gallery educators are putting in the most time,
and are most involved in CPD opportunities. More importantly, the research
teams, which are meant to be equal and participatory, so that everyone’s
views are equally considered, tend to be dominated – in time and input – by
the gallery educators 

Taking this point further, part of the investigation taking place through en-quire is
into the way the professional teams are working together to develop and deliver
effective educational projects. However, the other investigation is into learning by
the young people. Logically this implies that they should be knowingly involved as
fellow researchers – otherwise they are the ‘observed’, rather than participants in
the action research. Referring back to Janet Summerton’s explanation of action
research – the en-quire ‘communities of critical enquirers’ concentrate on part of
the picture – the gallery educators, artists and teachers – and leave out the people
who, arguably know most about their own learning.  
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But it is not quite as simple as that. There are different levels of involvement
for the young people. Baltic has worked with a primary school in Sunderland
to set up a year-long artist residency. Education staff at the gallery assisted
the children to set the brief, advertise, select and interview the artists. In the
London cluster, the galleries have involved the young people in planning the
projects and this has enabled the research team to understand their
expectations of what it will be like to work with an artist, and what they will
learn through that experience.

However, the young people have not been knowingly investigating their
own learning. During the introduction to action research for artists in the
South East cluster, one of the artists proposed that a project be set up where
the subject is en-quire, so that the young people would develop the project
with a gallery educator and select an artist in order to test their own
learning. Once the artist had found out about action research she became
uncomfortable that she had thought through the project she would work on
without this knowledge and wanted to start again. This would be a logical
development for the en-quire programme and an exciting – if risky – way to
for an artist, the teacher and young people to work together.   

The en-quire programme is managed by engage in association with Arts
Council England. en-quire is funded by the Department for Culture, Media
and Sport and the Department for Education and Skills as part of the
Museums and Gallery Education strategy. Further details about the research
foci, research methodologies and the projects with young people can be
found at www.en-quire.org

Notes
1 ‘Three types of capital are being used: Human, Cultural and Social. Human
capital has been defined as ‘the knowledge, skills, competencies and
attributes embodied in individuals that facilitate the creation of personal,
social and economic wellbeing' (Healy, Cote , Helliwell, and Held, 2001: 18).
‘Cultural Capital’ is defined by Gershuny (2002: 8-9) as ‘knowledge related to
the participation in, and enjoyment of, the various forms of consumption in
society. Specific knowledge about consumption contributes to an individual's
satisfaction with their consumption.’ Cultural capital is used by Bourdieu and
Darbel (1997: 37) to explain the ways that visitors behave in museums and
galleries. They stated that, ‘it is indisputable that our society offers to all the
pure possibility of taking advantage of works [of art] on display in museums,
[but] it remains the case that only some have the real possibility of doing do.'
Social capital relates to the development of relationships between people
and to a broader society. Three basic types of social capital are identified:
‘bonding' relates to links with members of families or ethnic groups;
‘bridging' refers to links with distant friends, associates and colleagues; and
‘linking' refers to relations between different social strata, or between the
powerful and less powerful (Cote, 2001).
2 Dr Janet Summerton is a researcher, writer and consultant. She works
primarily with not-for-profit enterprises and has developed arts and cultural
management programmes. Since 1994 she has developed and managed the
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arts and cultural undergraduate and postgraduate management studies
programmes at University of Sussex. Publications include 'Briefing Papers:
Notes for Arts Organisations conducting Research’, published by South West
Arts.
3 This analysis is based on work by Professor Robin McTaggart in 1989.
McTaggart, of James Cook University, has conducted case studies and
participatory evaluation studies of discipline-based arts education, arts
programmes for disadvantaged youth, instructional computing programmes
for intellectually disabled adults, coeducation and gender equity in private
schooling, AIDS/HIV professional development for rural health workers,
Aboriginal education in traditionally-oriented remote communities, distance
education provision in technical and further education, adult scientific
literacy, community youth programmes.
Publications include ‘Evaluation Theory and Process – Methodology
Reflections of Practice Meta-Evaluation, Consultancy and Participatory Action
Research’ and ‘Issues for Participatory Action Researchers, New Directions in
Action Research’, the Falmer Press, 1996.
4 CEMEA: Centre d’entraînement aux méthods d’éducation actives (Training
Centre for Active Education Methods. See www.cemea.asso.fr
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