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1. Aims, tasks and products of WP 07 
Aims and objectives

The overall aim is to apply and test different methods to document, validate and profile the qualities and outcome of art based learning particularly for active ageing.

Key activities and products

· 7.1 Plan the documentation strategy. For example narratives or interviews with a small group, questionnaires for a class, logs from active in amateur art, etc.

· 7.2 Complete the pilot tests of documentation with a minor group of learners.

· 7.3 Process the results and make a standard report on results for exemplary profiling. 

· 7.4 Each partner makes a short evaluation of their methods of validation with recommendations.
2. Focus points and recommendations from WP 05
Form of validation

· Avoid over-reliance on one approach, but use elements of different approaches (philosophical, sociological, neuro-psychological, medical etc) to develop a practical and workable methodology.

· Involve older people in setting the parameters of this study, and allow enough flexibility for older people to express their views in ways that are most appropriate for them. This may include providing alternatives to a single questionnaire-style survey, and more open-ended responses that elicit reflection on behalf of both the older person and the researcher.

· Be clear in expressing what is mean by ‘aesthetic/art-based learning’ and ‘active ageing’.

· Be realistic about what can be achieved with the resources available.

· Employ a validation method with at least some capacity to directly compare results with those of other partners in the Art-Age programme.

Themes of validation

· Balance both the intrinsic and instrumental benefits of aesthetic learning for active ageing. As much of the existing research into arts and older people over-emphasises the instrumental benefits, this might mean paying more attention to the intrinsic benefits, such as happiness, personal expression, and bildung.

· Adopt a critical approach to common approaches and assumptions demonstrated in the ‘arts and older people’ sector (e.g. reminiscence work).

· Acknowledge that ageing is not a disease, but may be accompanied by disease, and that the demands of growing old are primarily human, not medical. Explore the thesis that aesthetic learning is not a remedy, but a constituent of human wellbeing that can enrich our lives.
· Challenge low expectations and over-emphasis on the limitations of old age on the ability of older people to participate and create.
· Test the thesis that aesthetic learning is one of the most effective ways of stimulating mental activity across multiple areas of the brain, and that doing so is beneficial to a healthy brain, especially amongst older people.
· Test the thesis that ongoing self-guided arts-based learning is more beneficial to active ageing and the healthy brain than sporadic professional-led arts ‘interventions’, and look at the impact of freedom of expression and choice as contributing factors to this.
· Consider older people participating in activities and groups not specifically aimed at ‘older people’ and thus removing any influence or effect of stereotyping on expectations and identity.
Outcomes of validation

· Make a case for the benefits of art-based learning as part of a lifelong engagement that will contribute towards active ageing in all periods of life, not just something that is restricted to, or comes into affect during, old age.
· Create an outcome that can have different applications and emphases depending on who we wish to address (e.g. politicians, funders, participants, general public).
· Make a case for additional funding and support for research in the area of aesthetic learning and active ageing. 

3. Validation method
Overview of validation survey
The validation survey was created using many of the recommendations from WP 05. However, limitations in the time available to complete this work package meant that compromises had to be made, and principles such as involving older people in setting the parameters of the survey, and using narrative technique, were not fully realised. 

However, we did make simple efforts to address these points by including a self-reflexive question in the survey enabling respondents to comment on the appropriateness of the questions, and by having open-ended questions that encouraged a greater level of expression than just tick boxes. We make recommendations for future amendments on both of these points in section 5.

The survey was intentionally written in plain English in an accessible manner, without resorting to the jargon terms of pedagogical or sociological method. It was prefaced with a short introduction to the Art-Age project, and a description of what we mean by ‘Arts-based learning’, based on discussions that took place during previous work packages. We also emphasised our belief that creative cultural participation is a basic right, whatever your age, and not something that should be imposed on people because it is ‘good for them’.
We also included a short statement about confidentiality.

Validation survey questions
The first three questions concerned the respondent’s gender, age and work life, and used categories that matched those of other project partners’ validation methods, ion order to enable good cross-referencing of results.
Questions four and five concerned current arts activities and more long-term creative background, in order to ascertain any differences attributable to whether or not the respondent’s creative activities were part of a lifelong trend, or something they had come to, or had been imposed on them, in later life.

The following nine questions dealt with many of the issues that had arisen in discussions in earlier work package – general happiness, self-expression, self-esteem/self-worth, mental faculties (logic, memory, emotional connection and imagination), willingness to experience new things, agency/control, aesthetic appreciation, social life, and general quality of life.

The final two questions asked whether they had disagreed with anything implied in the previous questions or had made them feel uncomfortable, and whether they had anything else they would like to mention, in order to make it as open and recipient-led as such a method allows.
Pilot validation group
3rdthought is a London-based intergenerational performing arts group. It participants have performed in a huge variety of venues, ranging from festivals, parks and office blocks in London, performances on South London trains, to theatres in Catalonia and Berlin. 
The projects are as diverse as the venues, varying from the large scale, renowned productions such as ‘Threepenny Opera’ in partnership with ENO Baylis, to the intimate, one-to one performances of its interactive project, Invisible People, for The Mayor of London's 2012 Olympic Festival.

3rdthought features a very active group of older people who are extremely passionate about their arts participation. As such, the small sample group has provided some very enthusiastic responses, corroborating many of our assumptions about the positive effect of creative cultural participation. This needs to be borne in mind when assessing the responses, as other samples groups, such as those who participate in less-formally organised groups might yield different results.
4. Pilot validation results
Results
1. Gender
· Male: 50% 

· Female 50%

2. Age group

· 60 to 69: 20%

· 70 to 79: 70%

· 80 and over: 10%

3. Work

· Retired: 90%

· Working part time (paid or voluntary): 10%
4. Current or recent arts activity

· I am part of an organised arts or crafts group/class that meets regularly: 80%

· I have recently taken part in a organised one-off arts or crafts activity: 30%

· I do arts or crafts for pleasure on my own: 20%

· I organise or help organise arts or crafts activities with other people: 10%

· I am a professional artist or craftsperson: 10%

5. Creative background

· I have participated in arts and crafts throughout my life: 30%

· I have appreciated arts and crafts my whole life but only started participating in them in later life: 60%

· I have had little interest in arts and crafts until participating in them in later life: 10%

Please read the following statements and tick the box that most closely describes the effect that participating in arts or crafts has had on you
6. It has made me generally happier, not just during the moments I am participating

· Strongly agree: 60%

· Agree: 40%

Additional comments:

· I am greatly enjoying the challenging approach of the 3rd Thought Collective, working with colleagues on innovative projects. I obtain great satisfaction from making things.

· All the arts and activities I take part in enhance my whole life.

· It is highly rewarding to participate with other older people in teamwork and to take part in intergenerational performances.

· It is natural for me to be creative and love drama, theatre passionately. It motivates me. Now I write too (for the last 14 years).
7. It has helped me feel better able to express myself

· Strongly agree: 40%

· Agree: 60%

Additional comments:
· Varying levels of effect on me depending on other pressures.
· Recently devising, writing and directing a short theatre piece was a new experience, extending my range of expression. It was surprising to find myself able to do it.

· Acting has given me an enhanced emotional vocabulary.

· Above all else such involvement has kept my brain and body active and helped remove inhibitions and extend boundaries of expression.

· Art and creative novel writing enhances my life.
8. It has improved my self-esteem and feeling of self-worth

· Strongly agree: 30%

· Agree: 60%

· No opinion: 10%

Additional comments:

· Creation in speech, dance, sculpture etc gives me good feelings.

· I am much more confident as a result of dancing and acting.

· It has boosted my self-confidence in a youth-oriented society.

· As I encourage others (including some depressive people, including my daughter) [it] helps me to feel better too and cope with problems better.
9. It has improved my…

a. …ability to reason and think logically

· Strongly agree: 20%

· Agree: 40%

· No opinion: 30%

· Disagree: 10%

b. …memory
· Strongly agree: 20%

· Agree: 60%

· No opinion: 10%

· Disagree: 10%

c. …ability to connect with my emotions
· Strongly agree: 40%

· Agree: 40%

· No opinion: 20%

d. …imagination
· Strongly agree: 40%

· Agree: 60%

Additional comments:

· Discussion with colleagues in 3T [and] being prompted by our Artistic Director has stimulated my imagination, encouraged me to think and to draw on emotional moments in my life to create theatre.

· The hard work involved in performance and in preparation for performance offers all the above benefits.






· When I lost my partner it helped me regain a new life.

· It has in short proved highly stimulating.

· With age, forgetfulness grows, but the more active one is, the better it is. Writing, art, performing enhances imagination no end.
10. It has made me want to have more new experiences

· Strongly agree: 50%

· Agree: 40%

· No opinion: 10%

Additional comments:

· Though I have no talent for music, being part of the LSO Gamelan group has shown me I can participate in making the music of Bali - not something I would have thought of before I retired.

· My enhanced confidence has made me more open to taking on new projects.

· To be discovered - perhaps more intergeneration work.

· I exhibit in churches and search out more connections, more places to connect too and find other activities to join up with too, like yet another drama group.
11. It has made me feel more in control of certain aspects of my life

· Strongly agree: 20%

· Agree: 40%

· No opinion: 30%

· Disagree: 10%

Additional comments:

· Recent experience with writing and acting has helped me cope with difficulties with my family etc.

· Good reactions [and] good performances [raise] my spirit.
12. It has increased my appreciation of what I think is ‘good’ art/craft/performance etc.

· Strongly agree: 30%

· Agree: 500%

· Disagree: 20%

Additional comments:

· It hasn't increased my appreciation but I am surprised to find I can do these new things.

· I am even more enthusiastic audience-member than before.

· Every new experience has informed my appreciation.


· Being active, thinking, creative gives deeper insight into what is right, or wrong, or be accepting ready to have a wide insight, wide horizon.
13. It has allowed me to meet new people and feel more connected to my local community

· Strongly agree: 20%

· Agree: 50%

· No opinion: 20%

Additional comments:

· I have met new people but we are connected more by common interests than shared local community.

· I have made many friends through my involvement with the arts.

· I get more and more connected to home community as well as a wider range of communities.
14. It has improved my quality of life

· Strongly agree: 70%

· Agree: 30%

Additional comments:

· Social benefits through group interactions, sharing of experiences etc.
· It has connected me with new friends, stretched me to extend my range of activities, given me something to work on, rewarded me with the pleasure of performing in high quality work - all thoroughly stimulating and pleasurable.


· I would be bereft if I had to abandon my involvement with the arts.

· The variety of undertakings has proved very special.

· More activity, more thought, more vision, greater care for others.
15. Is there anything about these questions that you have disagreed with or felt uncomfortable about?

· ‘Art and craft’ is too narrow a term to capture a number of cultural activity types e.g. dance, theatre, poetry, writing etc.

· Question 13 combines two elements which are not really connected - there seems to be an assumption that there is a 'community' basis to participation in the arts which is certainly not true in my case.

16. Is there anything else you’d like to tell us that you think might be relevant…?

· I'm not sure that the questions have encouraged respondents to express how much pleasure and fun there is in participating in arts activity.

· Being a pensioner can be lonely. One could go to lunch clubs, bingo, but creativity is a lot more enlivening. In dance and drama healthy movement is joined by creative thinking too.

Possible conclusions from a larger dataset
With a larger dataset covering a range of personal backgrounds and experiences, not only could we make more definitive conclusion about the individual questions, we could also cross-reference the questions more effectively.

For example, we could see if there was a difference in feeling of agency or self-determinations between those who have participated throughout their lives and those who have come to participation later in life.
5. Recommendations
Shortcomings
· It is arguable that while this pilot validation was largely successful it said less about the specific ‘learning’ benefits of creative participation than it did about the general benefits. This is a potentially difficult one to resolve, bearing in mind previous discussions about the complexity of our broader definition of arts-based learning.

· Limitations in the time available to complete this work package meant we were unable to spend much time involving older people in setting the parameters of the survey or employing a more open narrative technique. One respondent criticised the lack of encouragement for respondents to express how much pleasure and fun there is in participating in arts activity.

· One respondent mentioned that the term ‘art and craft’ was limiting. At Voluntary Arts we have recently been tending to use the term ‘creative cultural activity’ more often to describe a broad range of creative activities. It was assumed that ‘art and craft’ would be a more familiar term for the purposes of the validation survey, but perhaps this was a false assumption.
· One respondent rightly noted that two separate concepts were being combined, with the assumption that the social aspect of participation was necessarily that of a ‘local’ community, when in fact it can more often be a ‘community of interest’ with no particular geographical dimension.
· The survey did not allow us to investigate the thesis that ongoing self-guided arts-based learning is more beneficial to active ageing than sporadic professional-led arts ‘interventions’, nor the impact of freedom of expression and choice as contributing factors to this. An extra question, or an adaptation of question 4, would be required to ascertain whether the respondent’s participation is self-initiated or a result of an imposed intervention (e.g. arts projects aimed at older people), though it is recognised that this is not always clear-cut.
Recommendations for future improvement
· Use a wider variety of respondents from differing backgrounds.

· Adopt learning from partners’ validation test phases.
· Discuss with partners about the ability to make conclusions about the specific ‘learning’ benefits of creative participation as opposed to the general benefits, and implement any changes accordingly.
· Consult the older respondents of the pilot study in further conversations, including how to adapt the validation methodology to achieve the desired outcomes.

· Employ a more open narrative technique, combining surveys with interviews, conversations and storytelling.

· Use the term ‘creative cultural activity’ as opposed to ‘art and crafts’ to describe broader range of creative activities.
· Avoid confusing ‘communities of interest’ with geographical communities.

· Include a way of ascertaining whether the respondent’s participation is self-initiated or a result of an imposed intervention.
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