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VOLUNTARY ARTS ART-AGE MEETING

Notes from the meeting held on Thursday 13 December 2012 – 12.30pm to 2.30pm
at Making Music, 2-4 Great Eastern Street, London EC2A 3NW
Attendees (confirmed):

· Daniel Carpenter (meeting chair), Voluntary Arts
· Trish Vella-Burrows, Sidney De Haan Research Centre for Arts & Health
· Bee Burgess, Age UK East London
· Jonathan Petherbridge, London Bubble Theatre Company
· Anne Gilmour, Questors Theatre
· Steve Lockett, Tate Modern
· Liv McLennan, omniphonik
Apologies: Mary Lowe (Voluntary Arts England), Kath Jones-Romain (Blind Veterans UK)
Topic:

Arts-based learning and active ageing

Background:
We know that older arts participants experience positive outcomes, such as sociability, an improved ability to communicate, a more developed imagination, more distinctive emotions, a better sense of moods and sensual expressions, a more developed taste and a more sophisticated judgment of artistic quality. The words they use to describe their experiences include ‘beauty’, ‘joy’, ‘unity’, ‘community’, ‘freedom’, ‘passion’, and ‘self-awareness’.
However, these words do not often fit within a more systematic learning discourse. Arts advocates need to elaborate and refine their language in relation to the outcome of aesthetic learning processes in order for this style of learning to carry the same weight as cognitive and moral learning within the context of pedagogical discourse. 

The result of this more sophisticated understanding of arts-based learning and active ageing may then inform the way in which arts organisations plan, implement and evaluate arts activities for older people.
This discussion is part of ART-AGE Art-based learning and active ageing, a Grundtvig-funded European project of which Voluntary Arts is a partner, along with organisations from the Netherlands, Denmark and Sweden.
Agenda:
· Welcome and introductions – 12.30pm
· Background to the ‘Arts-based learning and active ageing’ project – 12.45pm
· Discussion topics: – 1pm
1. Does art-based/aesthetic learning differ from other forms of learning? How?
2. Is art-based/aesthetic learning different for older people? How?
3. How can arts organisations better plan, implement and evaluate arts activities for older people, based on these conclusions about art-based/aesthetic learning?
· Thanks and close of meeting – 2.30pm
Notes:

· Daniel explained that Voluntary Arts is part of a Grundtvig-funded European project, with partners in Denmark, the Netherlands and Sweden, on the topic of arts-based learning and active ageing. This will include a combination of research and discussion on the nature of learning through the arts and how this contributes to wellbeing amongst older people, with exchange visits and a three-day seminar in Utrecht. He described what had happened so far, including the three-day orientation meeting in London in September, and the requirement for each partner to hold a meeting in its own country to feedback to the next partner meeting in Sweden in January 2013.

· Each participant introduced themselves:

· Anne Gilmour’s background is in amateur theatre, in London, the UK and internationally, as part of Questors, the Little Theatre Guild and IATA.
· Liv McLennan is a community musician and runs a community choir, working with older people and people with dementia, including reminiscence work.
· Jonathan Petherbridge runs the London Bubble theatre company, with a programme of community theatre, including an oral history strand with older people. Creative Homes is a new project with weekly workshops in sheltered homes.

· Steve Lockett is a volunteer at Tate Modern, providing talks in front of art works, and meeting and greeting. He was an educator, having retired from Further Education after 37 years. He’s also a participant in art classes.

· Trish Vella-Burrows works at the Sidney De Haan Research Centre looking at the impact of singing on older people and identifying measuring tools for wellbeing, increasing aimed towards decision-makers and budget-holders. She also teaches undergraduates and looks at learning when cognition is impaired.
· Bee Burges works at Age Concern East London and has worked on reminiscence and intercultural areas. Hackney are questioning arts funding in health and well being and how measured.
· Daniel suggested that the group spend some time discussing the meaning of the term ‘arts-based learning’. Voluntary Arts has previously tended to use the term ‘arts participation’ rather than ‘arts learning’, so it would be interesting to focus on what people learn from taking part in the arts. This would probably entail a wider definition of learning that that used in pedagogical discourses. Whereas in education there is a trend to focus more narrowly on vocational skills, literacy and numeracy, the learning that happens within the arts is much more concerned with wellbeing, sociability and learning how to live a balanced life.

· Anne asked whether this discussion of learning through arts participation included participation as an audience member as well as an active participant? Daniel responded that although Voluntary Arts tends to focus on active participation, for the purposes of this discussion being an audience member wasn’t precluded.

· Jonathan spoke about the evaluation of his ‘Grandchildren of the Blitz’ project which was commissioned from the Centre for Urban Geography at Goldsmith’s University. They spoke about citizenship, and the way that arts projects develop connection, agency and intergenerational friendships. He asked what was meant by learning – do we include development, wellbeing and growth? Daniel responded that these elements could indeed fall under this wider definition of learning. Steve added that skills acquisition can provide confidence and makes people feel better.


· Trish spoke about motivation and opportunity, and that people need the will to engage in activities and learn skills, and if they have a structure within which to take part in the arts it can develop their capacity and desire to learn. Once people have left formal education they can start losing confidence in their capacity to learn because we have a narrow concept of what learning is. Jonathan explained that he runs a communication-based project called ‘Speech Bubbles’, which has shown that the desire to learn must come before the process of skills acquisition. Once they have this desire then they start to connect, to glow – does this count as learning?

· Jonathan said that François Matarasso has been working with the Liverpool Health Authority on the evaluation of arts-based projects for health, and has come up with a simple framework and guidelines for evaluation based on the five wellbeing measures. Trish said that she’s tended to use standardised evaluation methods developed by health professionals, of which there are many – these are valued by the people that decide how public money is spent. Anecdotal evidence carries very little weight, and so we are forced to use a language that we don’t necessary see as fitting with the more holistic way of developing and learning. Trish said that if we could demonstrate some sort of cost benefit, e.g. we could reduce the number of emergency bed nights, pharmaceutical costs etc, because people are engaging in arts activities… but there are so many other variables it’s hard to prove this in any sort of controlled trials.

· Daniel referred back to the issue of will and desire to take part in the arts, and whether people are taking part in the arts for the sake of the art, or for the benefits they are deriving from it? He asked whether it was even possible or desirable to separate the two? Anne described, from an experience of taking a group of civil servants to the Tate Gallery, that people often don’t realise the benefits of an activity until they are forced to do it – it can be similar with newcomers to theatre. Whereas younger people might be more used to the concept of skills and portability, older people have a much more compartmentalised view of skills. Older people often fail to recognise the value of their skills and experience. Daniel suggested that older people may have a had a lifetime of building up barriers and a concept of who they are, whereas a younger person might have a more fluid identity that allows them to more easily move into different areas. In addition, the negative experiences of the older generation as may have led them to be told that they can’t sing, act etc, whereas educators today tend to be more encouraging. When people do finally break through these perceived barriers, they find a lifelong passion.

· Daniel noted that the concept of art-based learning might be useful in emphasising that art participation is part of personal development, rather than a distraction or a way of passing the time for older people, particularly in institutional settings. We’ve moved on some way from the concept of an artist coming into to a community of older people to ‘do art’ with them, to art as a self-guided form of self-expression. Jonathan said that since people have got older we’ve developed a more inclusive approach to the arts, though Liv added that old-fashioned views do continue to exist, not least in the education system.


· Jonathan said he believes that the arts get to areas other learning doesn’t get to because it’s underpinned by a value system – the value of creativity but also the value of another person’s idea. When something is offered up, art frames it, turning the mundane into something that’s conscious and presented.

· Bee’s organisation started a cooking club for older men as part of its ‘Fit as a Fiddle’ project, which experienced cultural barriers with older men of an Asian background particularly reluctant to engage in cultural activities outside of their own community centres. The difficult-to-reach participants that did manage to break through the perceived barriers, however, provided the best case studies.

· Daniel brought up the issue of social class and the preconception that the arts are elitist. Though this may have reduced somewhat over the years, it may still be still an important factor. Anne spoke about a survey carried out outside the Royal Festival Hall asking people if they had considered going in. Most people said ‘no’ because they didn’t think they were allowed in. Cost can be an issue, and though demographic shifts have meant that some older people have a lot of spending power, this may not have eliminated the perception that the arts are elitist. Liv added that although the more affluent people may have attended a lot of arts events as audience members, they don’t necessarily view art as a participatory activity. Daniel said that Voluntary Arts had talked about using the term ‘creativity’ rather than ‘the arts’ as it seems more participatory and less elitist. Trish has also had similar discussions in relation to drama activities they have provided, and did a survey in Folkstone where people were put off by the term ‘the arts’ because it was elite and not something that they would be involved with.

· Trish talked about Creative Partnerships, which used the arts as an enabler for learning in schools, to enhance the life experience of pupils. It was funded for five years, but it wasn’t entirely successful because teachers were confused by it. The idea was that once children are excited by the artistic element it is only then that they begin learning, and the same is undoubtedly true of older people. Trish also spoke about two other projects that involved care staff using music to communicate with the older people for whom they were caring. As Creative Partnerships found, it was really hard to get through to carers. Steve suggested that a more successful method might be to take people out of the care environment to engage in the arts. Jonathan cited the ‘Good Times’ project at the Dulwich Picture Gallery in building up evidence of the benefits of visiting the gallery for older people and Entelechy Arts in Lewisham which works with carers. Liv spoke about Age Exchange which did a ‘Hearts and Minds’ project using reminiscence arts for people in care homes. This seems an area of interest and growth.


· In terms of evaluation, Jonathan spoke about the Baring report of a couple of years ago on evaluating on arts for older people internationally, which recommended two studies – one in Australia and one in America. Trish talked about some research she had done internationally about the use of music in care homes, which showed cultural differences – in Sweden, for example, there’s a strong culture of community singing but this is not necessarily embraced in care homes, whereas in Barbados where there’s far less formal training for care staff there was a far greater level of creative interaction between the younger staff and the older people, because of the culture there. Daniel asked whether there was some element of cultural difference at play in how people relate to older people and extended families etc, and that in some cultures, such as the UK, ageing can be made to seem a dehumanising process. Arts can reverse this trend by being outward looking about communicating with the world, creating links with the past and present etc.


· Daniel talked about the trend in education of arts courses for adults being reduced in favour of a much narrower curriculum of literacy, numeracy and vocational skills. A lot of the benefits previously derived from arts classes have now been lost. Jonathan noted how art is seen as a luxury by most, but in fact it’s something that helps you make sense of your journey through life and build resilience. If we presented ourselves as a skill for life it might be seen as something more essential than just a luxury. 


· Trish said that she had recently received some Grundtvig funding to spend time in Paris around engaging music in lifelong learning. One of the questions was asked was how to you get people who have been introduced to art to develop their practice over a period of time, in a kind of ‘osmotic’ learning process. The French project had a list of people willing to pay for the service didn’t have the capacity to meet the need, whereas in the UK this kind of project would struggle for funding. Artists seem to have more respect and status in other European countries.

· Anne said that, in terms of amateur arts, many European countries have a state-funded national organisation for amateur arts (though these are now reducing considerably) and a long tradition of the arts being respected and supported by government. Daniel said that this can lend the UK amateur arts sector more resilience, as the self-initiated grassroots groups will continue to exist regardless of a reduction in state funding of the arts, while in other countries funding cuts may have more of an immediate effect on participation levels. Daniel spoke about the Week of Amateur Arts in Flanders and the Netherlands in comparison with Voluntary Arts Week in the UK, which, although younger, receives nothing like the centralised support of the former two, which have municipality buy-in and funding for regional activities across their respective countries.

· Jonathan asked about the idea of ‘arts on prescription’. Trish responded that the situation is depressing, as it looks as though healthcare trusts will not be involved in commissioning arts, only clinical interventions. Traditionally, arts have been accepted in three health disciplines: mental health, palliative care (largely delivered by voluntary organisations) and pediatrics. Organisations such as Mind that delivered arts projects are having their central government funding withdrawn, which will be a major challenge. Trish said that to get through to health professionals we need to develop a compelling evidence base, such as the randomised control trial the Sidney De Haan Research Centre carried out on older people’s singing, showing older people feeling better during the experimental stage and then a plateau and gradually coming down after it. These kind of data carries a lot of weight because it quantitative. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy is now constituted into the National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (NICE) guidelines as something everybody requiring mental healthcare should have access to. We need arts-based intervention to be taken up by NICE and put into the guidelines too.

· Daniel asked ‘how does this effect the way in which we provide arts opportunities for older people?’ Anne said that because Questors is such a small organisation it does not have the capacity to evaluate its impact upon older people. To incorporate evaluation it would have to be built into to a much larger funded project. Bee explained that although the benefits of the arts are recognised at Age UK it is not yet part of any overarching strategy. Jonathan spoke about François Matarasso’s recent publication Winter Fires which talks about art and agency in older people, about amateur artists growing old. 

· Daniel summarised that we had talked about the wider definition of arts based learning and art as a skill for life, with all of its wider benefits, and we need to carry on that wider definition of learning when taking this forward with the European partners. We also need to continue discussion around crossovers with social class and cultural background with the concept of elitism and perceived barriers around perceptions of the term ‘art’ and personal identity and how that’s developed over the course of time.


· Daniel told the other attendees about Running your Group, the information and advice service from Voluntary Arts about people running amateur arts and crafts groups. He said that he hoped to get further feedback on the service from a focus group older people. Trish said that she had developed four singing for health guides for anyone interested in setting up a group, which she hopes to develop into a group of people interested in the details of how to set up a group. Daniel suggested that this could link with Running Your Group.

· Jonathan added that in the background information to the meeting there was an implied hierarchy between ‘hard’ institutional education and ‘soft’ art-based learning, but in actuality this is changing. Daniel talked about the possibility of distilling what are the common factors of quite disparate art forms to better analyse the benefits they bring. Jonathan said that different art forms bring different benefits and it’s important not to generalise, albeit there is a lot of crossover between art forms. 
Recommendations:

· The definition of learning in the context of this project should be as wide as possible, incorporating such concepts as personal development, wellbeing and growth. Widening the definition of learning can give people the confidence to learn.


· Recognise that before learning can take place there must be a desire to learn. This includes overcoming real and perceived barriers of social class, gender, racial and cultural background, perceived elitism around concepts of ‘the arts’, and an understanding that older people's concept of self and their abilities might prevent them from believing that they can learn new skills.


· Focus on developing and/or highlighting both quantitative and qualitative evidence that arts-based learning can be beneficial to older people.


· Celebrate arts participation as providing ‘skills for life’.


· Look at wider trends in the perception of older people in society, and the potential of arts to counteract and reverse the trend within some cultures of alienating older people and ignoring their contribution to society.
· Explore healthcare considerations, such as the concept of 'arts on prescription'.
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· An Evidence Review of the Impact of Participatory Arts on Older People (London: Baring Foundation, 2011)

· National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (NICE) - http://www.nice.org.uk

· François Matarasso, Winter Fires: Art and agency in old age (London: Baring Foundation, 2012)
· Running Your Group – http://www.runningyourgroup.org 
