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This short paper outlines some key aspects of the ‘Tracking Project’ I undertook for the Room 13 Hareclive (R13H) studio sited in Hareclive Primary School from February 2008 until May 2009.

The Project was practical, not theoretical.  It aimed to design and establish means to track and monitor the continuing impact of R13H on the lives and learning of its regular users.  What has been put in place across the fifteen months of the Project attempted to meet the given brief in several ways: by making attendance-data open to online analysis; by employing a number of different information-gathering procedures and practices; by identifying a ‘core group’ of users to be interviewed at intervals across their career in the studio, and by establishing Reflection Week as a regular calendared event in the studio’s annual round.

The purpose, value and effectiveness of these processes are considered in detail in the Final Report, along with the findings so far collected, and this digest makes no attempt to substitute for what is contained there.  It may, however, serve to indicate important ways in which R13H benefits its regular users.

A Room 13 Effect?

That R13H does beneficially effect the lives and learning of its regular users appears undeniable from the information gathered across the months of the Project.  This information suggests that sustained involvement with R13H benefits an individual’s self-worth, self-esteem and emotional security, their confidence and sense of individual agency.  It fosters dispositional tendencies such as concentration, perseverance and self-reflection, and the ability to help construct and maintain a caring community.  R13H encourages users to be self-directed and to fulfil their own purposes.  It supports them in solving the problems they will meet as a consequence.  It fosters imagination and the practical exploration of a personal vision or developing creative power.  It furthers research-skills and an understanding of aspects of the wider world, in particular (but not only) the artistic world.  It enables users to meet public responsibilities (such as fulfilling commissions, giving speeches and running workshops) and make real-world decisions, some of which are financial.  It requires certain users to help maintain the studio week by week as a viable business, and so teaches them how to do this.  It offers resources and activities unavailable to some users through the home.  It broadens horizons.  It challenges and boosts aspirations.  A number of users affirm the power of the studio to improve their lives in unexpected but telling ways.

The Reach of R13H

Constraints on when and for how long pupils may access the studio from the school appear to have tightened since the Tracking Project began.  Nevertheless, from the information derived from the first two Reflection Weeks (in July 2008 and January 2009) R13H seems to be maintaining its reach into the school’s cohort of potential users.  More than seventy pupils, or some twenty per cent of that cohort, used the studio at least once in each of the two Reflection Weeks.  Pupils from all years came to the studio.  Between one half and two-thirds of those pupils who attended once returned in the week.  While a gender-imbalance was evident, at roughly two-to-one in favour of girls it is not as wide as may have been feared.  Boys come to the studio, and keep coming. 

R13H remains open to all, though the strength of its appeal will of course vary from person to person.  These attendance-figures show that the studio is meeting a felt need on the part of a significant minority of pupils.  They also demonstrate a firm and settled base from which the studio can build to involve more pupils when it is possible for constraints on access to be relaxed, and school-wide participation to be further encouraged.

Making a Difference

The ‘Field Guide’ section of the Final Report collects and categorises hundreds of comments and responses gathered from users during the Project.  The richness and variety of the Field Guide testifies to the multi-faceted and abiding impact on users to which involvement with the studio gives rise.  R13H changes people.  

The Field Guide’s wide-ranging evidential base demonstrates how the studio engenders intense and abiding engagement in and commitment to what goes on in R13H.  It discloses many of the ways the studio fosters dispositions and capabilities which are likely to enhance learning and attainment in formal education. The studio diminishes fear of failure and the acquisition of learned helplessness.  Some users say it improves their own behaviour and makes them better able to cope with in-class demands.  It confirms current capabilities (and not only in areas to do with art or visual literacy), and affords the opportunity successfully to extend these.  By encouraging the user to follow his or her imaginative and creative path the studio inevitably galvanises what matters to the user, so that inner commitment and desire are mobilised, generating persistence, intensity of involvement and hence learning that is meaningful and owned.  

The studio also allows space for reflection and self-assessment.  It makes re-thinking, and acting on such re-thinking, a natural part of working.  By offering these possibilities day-in and day-out, the studio enables a user to grow into them and make them part of that personal repertoire through which the user may be present successfully in the studio and in the school.

Curriculum Enrichment

Involvement with R13H offers a distinct kind of curriculum enrichment and adds uncommon breadth to the offer capable of being made to Hareclive pupils.  The studio engages and affects its users in many ways, as shown by the number and variety of headings in the Field Guide:

Attending

Belonging

Talking and Listening

Happiness

Confidence

Supporting

Serving

Changing

Concentration

Application

Self-motivation

Commitment

Persistence

Flexibility

Technical adventure

Technical improvement

Observing

Expressing

Being playful

Dealing with frustration

Imagining

Originality

Care

Craft-skills

Reflecting

Own life linked to own artwork

Researching

Transferring


  Broadening horizons

    Aspiring

The studio’s contribution chimes with academic research which suggests that attainment of high(er) standards for all in any school cannot be achieved unless proper attention is paid to broader standards too.  Diversity and range of provision within the curriculum must be entrenched and enriched if all students are meaningfully to aspire to achieve more highly, and if they are to achieve in line with their enhanced aspirations (See Cambridge Primary Review, Professor Robin Alexander, Feb 2009). 

The studio nourishes its users, so they return and sustain its dynamic.  (The section on ‘Belonging’ is among the most extensive of the Field Guide entries.)  R13H offers a contribution to users’ life-experiences and invites a contribution from them in ways which are very likely to secure and deepen the pre-conditions helpful for an individual’s higher attainment in situations of formal assessment.  This will be particularly true where the classroom-experience is closest to that of the studio, and can draw on the same ethos of trust, freedom of choice, respect, care and self-directed meaning-making which characterises R13H.

What Users (And Their Parents) Say 

Finally, here is a selection of quotations from information gathered during the Project and formally available in the Field Guide and the Final Report.  R13H users and their parents or carers speak for themselves about the impact which sustained involvement with the studio has made.  A separate section at the end presents comments from senior users, young artists who have continued to use the studio while at secondary school.

In R13 my mind explores. 

I think mostly all of the schools should have a Room 13 because it just helps get into this feeling [that] if there’s anything they want to do they can…
Another things about R13 is it’s so inspiring!

When I’m in R13 I imagine by looking at other artists’ work or I look in art books.  
I remember R13 as schoolwork because you have to think about what you’re doing and you got to know what’s going on [that is, have your wits about you].  
In R13 I like to do artwork, be creative and help out.  

My mind’s gone really artistic.  I feel very happy in R13.   

It’s different in R13 because you don’t just learn how to do art, you get to tell people

how you’re feeling.  And you get to put your feelings down on paper.

R13 has helped me develop my concentration skills… My concentration has become stronger and has built up my confidence so I work well with other people.  

The business side allowed me to learn a lot of skills for life and complete many serious tasks.  

R13 has made a difference to my child by her now being able to use her imagination and skills freely.

I am able to concentrate on a lot more things now than I would have been able to without R13.  I used to get distracted quite easily away from something that I was doing.  However R13 helped me to concentrate on one particular thing at a time.

Our Management Team… had to spend our money wisely on things that we really needed...   This has helped teach me the value of money and how important it is.  

In R13 I’m more exciting!
Before [I came to R13H] I used to be scared to put my hand up and get the wrong answer but now even if I get the wrong answer it’s OK because I’m not afraid to put my hand up any more and speak in class.
It’s changed me as a person because before I used to be really naughty but now [since] I started coming here it’s calmed me down and I’ve been really good and it’s been helping me with my behaviour.
R13 made me think about things more seriously, and made me want to work harder to complete tasks.  

I feel safe and at ease [knowing] that my child can express herself in a nice friendly environment.  

In R13 I can think better.

The people that are responsible for R13 make me feel welcome.
It’s good for children… doing and saying what they like doing.
R13 is a great part of my life because it makes me feel an important person.

My child… loves going as often as possible.  

In R13 I feel interested, safe, noticed and inspired.
[R13H has made a difference to my child by] giving her a new interest that she enjoys.   

I would never have dreamed of standing up in front of so many people and delivering a speech, but R13 helped me to do many things…  

It gives me a chance to be myself.   

Senior users comment:

[Being involved in R13H] changed my decision on where I would like to go to university… 

Younger children wanted to come in and do art.  We used to have to help them a lot… I think that this encouraged me to want to pursue my career as a teacher when I am older, because it made me realise that I like to work with younger children.
In secondary school you’re told what to do and sometimes you feel under pressure if you can’t do something, like if we have to make a drawing and you feel ‘oh I can’t draw that’.  But in here you can just keep practising; you’re free to keep doing it and doing it until you feel you can do it.   

R13 gives young people the confidence to make the best of themselves.  It gave me a massive sense of self-worth as everyone is treated with respect and equality.  
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