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Introduction

The research summaries collated here offer a
quick entry point into the main developments
and findings of Creative Partnerships over the
past three or so years.

They are driven by groups of researchers and
academics that collectively bring an impressive
wealth of educational and cultural experience to the
programme. This adds enormous value, not only in
terms of crystallising critical moments in the
initiative –  those pivot points on which success
often seems to hinge – but also through the
rigorous and critical reflections they are able to
bring to bear on the day-to-day practices that
underpin the whole initiative. The theorised
descriptions that come back to us through this
work, coupled with more quantitative studies, give
us a balanced picture of the kinds of value Creative
Partnerships can add and, most importantly, how it
can improve.

You will find a diverse range of themes covered by
the summaries that follow. Each theme provides a
particular lens through which the impact of Creative
Partnerships can be seen. But these are not just
straightforward accounts of outcome and they
should not be read only as a simplistic ‘end of term’
report. In fact, much of the work concerns itself
with detailed descriptions of process to help unpick
elements that may help, if applied across the
programme, to raise quality and maximise impact.
They are, in that sense, both formative and
summative accounts, giving us descriptions of
achievement, but always with an eye to improving
further, learning key lessons and building on what
has worked best.

The full reports are available at 
www.creativitycultureeducation.org

David Parker, Director of Research, Impact and Learning 
Creativity, Culture and Education (CCE)
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Youth voice in
the work of
Creative
Partnerships
Sara Bragg, Dorothy Faulkner, and Helen Manchester 
The Open University, 2008

Creative Partnerships (CP) has a longstanding
interest in youth participation, not only because
of the increasing recognition of young people’s
rights, and educational initiatives such as
‘personalised learning’, but also because it
hopes to draw on young people’s creativity and
insights to benefit its own work.

Here we report on the kinds of projects and
practices being undertaken under these headings,
and also on CP’s ‘youth voice’ work with external
organisations, reflecting on some of the
opportunities and challenges they provide. 

Involving young people in the design,
delivery and evaluation of work
Some CP directors felt that all their work involved
‘youth voice’, in the sense that creative work
involved artists listening carefully and responding to
pupil views. It has also long been common practice
to involve students in evaluating projects. Some
schools described how CP work became a ‘three-
way partnership: not the teacher and the artist

sitting down to discuss what they would do but the
children reflecting and talking about what they
wanted to do next too.’ It was important that both
senior managers and CP gave ‘permission’ for
creative work to be process-driven, in order for staff
to be flexible and responsive to young people:
‘There’s a common strand between us of wanting
to know where the children will go and wanting to
go on that journey with them – not wanting to
tightly control or not needing to control outcomes.’

Many schools, with CP’s encouragement, have
gone even further in enabling young people to have
direct influence over the CP delivery, and to ‘have
agency, have power over what happens in the
programmes’, from the earliest stages of planning a
project.
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A team of researchers from the Open University
has been mapping and exploring CP-inspired ‘youth
voice’ practice. It has interviewed 19 CP regional
directors and programmers, undertaken desk
research of existing studies and reports, and is
compiling ‘cameos’ of interesting youth voice
practice and eight in-depth studies, based on
research in CP schools and other locations in
England. 

There has been some re-organisation within CP
which has provided an opportunity to formalise
young people’s involvement in the programme.
School applicants for CP funding are now asked to
explain: 

• How young people have been involved in the 
design, delivery and evaluation of the programme 
of work 

• How they are establishing and maintaining 
positive relationships with young people

• How they are working as ‘co-constructors of 
learning’ with young people.



way, impact upon the culture within the school, which
might be necessary to ensure a lasting legacy after
CP funding ends.

The Leicester Young Consultants
Programme
Creative Partnerships Leicester has had special
responsibility for raising the profile of youth voice
within the national organisation since 2005. Under the
direction of its CP director, and assisted by the City
Council’s interest in young people’s participation, it
has taken a lead in including young people in its
planning, delivery, recruitment and programming.
Each CP school is asked to appoint a small team of
‘Young Consultants’ who are then trained with a focus
on ‘the professional development of those young
people as partners in their creative partnership.’ The
aim is to mature and develop the young people’s
experiences over a sustained period of time in order
to encourage ‘emerging confidence and strength and
new ways of working.’

The Young Consultants (YCs) are involved in regular
conversations with creative agents and practitioners,
as well as with teachers. They are given opportunities
to participate in events and training outside school.
For example, they have helped to organise, deliver
and document a national CP conference, and to
recruit new creative agents. 

One young consultant in a secondary school said that
his role made him ‘feel involved and I’ve actually been
able to talk to adults without them ignoring me’. A
teacher explained the importance they attached to
building ‘a level and trusted playing field with
appropriate power structures for teachers and
students. We felt neither side should expect only to
be heard, but also to hear.’ It is envisaged that these
young people will then support the training and
development of others through ‘mentoring, coaching,
acting as champions for the work’. Others involved in
CP referred to ‘the Leicester effect’, meaning that the
existence of The Young Consultants had led to other
regions thinking more carefully about including young
people at all stages of their work. 
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Establishing and maintaining positive
relationships with young people
Our research revealed numerous examples of CP
work within schools enabling positive relationships
with young people, in many different ways. For
example, CP work could offer a ‘fresh start’ for
some young people within schools (such as those
at risk of exclusion), who could assume new roles
and be seen in a different light by their teachers. CP
was here seen to offer a unique range of ‘creative
ways of engaging pupil voice that enable different
types of young people to express their views in a
meaningful way’. This was sometimes associated
with CP offering opportunities to young people that
are ‘different, outside the usual curriculum diet’. An
important rider here was the idea that such work
should have an audience. For example, a project
that invited ‘problem’ children in a primary school to
take on new identities as ‘artists’ and to run
workshops for their peers may have been limited in
its impact because teachers were not released from
the timetable to witness their success. 

CP work can also develop new kinds of space in
which young people and teachers can communicate
with each other in different ways. For example, at a
conference run by young people, teachers were
positioned as conference goers rather than as
authority figures, and engaged in more equal and
informal dialogues with their students than might be
the case within school spaces.

An important factor in developing positive
relationships has been the experience for teachers
of working closely with creative practitioners. The
latter often have different professional histories and
understandings that may encourage the
development of strong, egalitarian relationships with
students. They can model possibilities and
encourage teachers to try out new methods of
learning, and new ways of communicating and
interacting with young people: ‘Sometimes they just
give you that spark that you then go along with.’ CP
provision of funding for planning and evaluation time
is vital: ‘We spent ages just sitting and chatting; it
was such an important part of the process.’

Examples of this work include young people
interviewing creative practitioners or agents. Adults
involved have reported how impressed they were
by the young people’s approach, and the different
kinds of conversations in which they engaged. In
some cases, young people have even drawn up
specifications for particular posts.

One popular project undertaken by many schools
has involved improving the school playground or
environment, with the assistance of creative
practitioners. Some schools have actively engaged
young people in reflecting on how internal and
external spaces are used for learning, and have
given them control over a budget.

Many schools have set up ‘Creative Councils’, on
the model of School Councils, involving a small
number of students who are then trained for their
role in overseeing CP programmes within schools. A
recurrent concern has been how, and which, young
people come to work on such initiatives.
Sometimes they turn out to have been selected by
teachers, or to hold other positions of responsibility
within the school – to be ‘the usual suspects’. Such
processes may strengthen rather than lessen peer
hierarchies in a school. By contrast, a primary school
that selected children for roles as (creative) ‘mini-
agents’ by drawing names out of a hat
demonstrated confidence in the abilities of all
children in the class.

Many interviewees recognised that making young
people’s participation meaningful and significant
required considerable support if it was to move
away from the model of a ‘token young person on
the table’. Young people needed to be ‘skilled up’,
especially if their work required an understanding of
creativity or the creative industries. As a
consequence, students on some ‘representative’
bodies, such as the Young Consultants (discussed
opposite), have tended to spend considerable time
in their role in order to accumulate expertise. This
raises some issues around continuity and retention,
while to their peers or to other teachers, this can
appear elitist and therefore divisive. A further
challenge is the extent to which some programmes,
in working with a few students in an extra-curricular
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One young consultant
in a secondary school
said that his role made
him �feel involved and
I�ve actually been able
to talk to adults
without them ignoring
me�.



Working as �co-constructors of learning�
with young people
The notion that young people can become ‘co-
constructors of learning’ entails shifts in educational
practice, where young people may be seen as ‘not
only a part of learning, but a driver of it’. In some
cases it was suggested that teacher-student roles
would ultimately remain distinct – ‘at the end of the
day, teachers are there to teach and students are
there to learn’. In other cases, more fundamental
shifts in identities were envisaged: ‘It’s about
decision making and where the power sits in the
school, and it’s about developing young people’s
capacities to have more say and more input into the
way that schools are run.’ One school adopted the
term ‘learner voice’, in order to underline that both
teachers and students are, at different times,
learners – and potentially also therefore, teachers.
Some schools found that projects involving
technology – such as radio – lent themselves well to
more fluid roles between young people and adults. 

The extent to which students can become ‘co-
partners’ in learning, learn from and teach each
other, or teachers position themselves as learning
from young people, depends on broader questions
of school ethos. Once again, attending to ‘teacher
voice’ appeared important in enabling changes in
practice.

North Primary School 
North Primary School is situated in a multicultural
community described as one of the most
disadvantaged neighbourhoods in a Midlands city.
The school began working with CP in 2005 and has
worked with creative practitioners to design new
outdoor spaces and on other creative learning
projects. Staff and pupils have worked together on
the development of a skills approach to learning that
has creativity and youth voice at its heart. The CP
coordinator believes that this change ‘couldn’t have
happened without CP’, partly because it provided
‘opportunities for analysing, reflecting on, and
evaluating the programmes’.

A group of young people has been central to the
curriculum change work. This group was taught by
the CP coordinator for two years and through this
developed a set of discourses to talk about creativity
and pupil voice in a way that adults began to listen to
and respect. These young people argued that being
included in decision-making within their classroom
and within the school supported the development of
their creativity. They reported that equality in
relationships in the class was important and that
learning in mixed ability groups, which was not the
case in the rest of the school, helped them to learn
about other people, about themselves and about
managing relationships. Through this they felt that
they became more confident and ‘built channels of
respect’ within their class. 

They described the ideal relationship between a
teacher and a child as being one where ‘the teacher
can sometimes be the child and the child can be the
teacher’. One girl explained that when they were
asked ‘What do you want to do? … or how do you
think we should do it?’, their teacher encouraged
them to feel confident about expressing themselves,
whatever their ability, without feeling that there were
right or wrong answers. The school now faces the
challenge of embedding such practices more widely.

Youth voice within outside
organisations
Finally, a further strand of work supported by CP
involves projects that are oriented outwards, beyond
the school and towards engaging with other
organisations, ensuring young people are ‘influencing
education and creative work’ across a city and even
nationwide. 

This work may involve consulting young people
about a new school build as part of a Building
Schools for the Future (BSF) programme, developing
their enterprise skills or understanding of the arts
world, or engaging them in debates about their
community, for instance about urban regeneration,
education or arts policy. CP has also supported some
campaigns for social and organisational change –
such as against a proposed school closure. 
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The notion that young
people can become �co-
constructors of learning�
entails shifts in
educational practice, where
young people may be seen
as �not only a part of
learning, but a driver of it�.

CP also provides teachers with access to
professional development. One CP coordinator
described how this encouraged her to develop her
own practice, adopting new methods of creative
learning and teaching centred on ‘dialogue, equality,
and collaboration’.

The value of the relationships creative practitioners
build with young people can be limited if, for
instance, they work with them without the
presence of teachers, or in conditions that are
radically different from those of the classroom, such
as with small groups. Some creative practitioners
can even contribute to divisiveness, for instance by
comparing other lessons unfavourably with ‘their’
approach. 

It is important that relationships between students
are given attention, not only those between
selected groups of young people and adults working
directly with them. Many of those who participated
in our research argued that ‘youth voice’ flourished
best in schools where positive relationships with
and between young people were the norm, rather
than existing in isolated ‘projects’. In these schools
there was a prevailing ethos of mutual respect.
Some participants raised concerns that practices of
setting and streaming might militate against respect
between students and make it more difficult to
establish that ethos. Equally, research participants
argued that it was not a question of ‘youth voice’
taking priority over ‘teacher voice’, but centrally
about dialogue.
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Where CP has worked with external bodies that are
already committed to taking young people’s views
on board, its projects have been significant –
examples are CP Coventry’s input into the council’s
cultural strategy, CP Plymouth’s work on urban
regeneration, and CP Leicester’s work with their
local education authority. Yet often this depends on
individuals, and changes of personnel can affect
receptiveness. 

Young people report a range of reactions to their
involvement in such work, which echo the
dilemmas experienced by many adults engaged in
‘community consultation’. For example, one young
person involved in debates about urban regeneration
expressed cynicism: ‘This is helping me progress
my career rather than change things... all the big
guns have already made all the decisions, they’ve
already spent all the money... nowt we can do is
going to change that.’ By contrast, another student
on the same project felt that his action team was
‘being taken seriously’ and that the initiative they
had shown meant that adults were indeed listening
to them. 

Conclusion
To date our research has established that there are
a range of different understandings of what youth
voice might mean and how it may be articulated
across the CP programmes. Schools commonly see
CP as an important catalyst in supporting them to
rethink relationships within their schools and in
bringing about changes in the organisation of
learning and teaching. Our evidence indicates that
the philosophy of youth participation that is so
important to CP’s mission is becoming embedded in
many schools’ thinking and planning both now and
in the future.

Schools commonly see CP
as an important catalyst
in supporting them to
rethink relationships
within their schools and in
bringing about changes in
the organisation of
learning and teaching.

11
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Creative
Partnerships 
longer-term 
tracking study
The longer-term impact of Creative 
Partnerships on the attainment of young
people: results from 2005-2006
Lesley Kendall, Jo Morrison, Tilaye Yeshanew and Caroline Sharp 
National Foundation for Educational Research, 2008

The National Foundation for Educational
Research (NFER) conducted a programme-level
evaluation of Creative Partnerships between
Autumn 2002 and Summer 2004 (Sharp et al,
2006). The evaluation focused on measuring
the changes in self-confidence, self-esteem and
attitudes to learning among young people who
took part in Creative Partnerships activity. 

The evaluation, however, was not intended to
address the issues of the impact that involvement in
Creative Partnerships may have on pupils’
attainment. In consultation with Arts Council
England, it was decided that the NFER should
undertake a separate study to consider whether
Creative Partnerships has had a significant positive
impact on educational attainment. The resulting
study (Eames et al, 2006) indicated some small but
statistically significant positive associations between
attending Creative Partnership activities and
attainment. Arts Council England commissioned the
NFER to conduct a further study to investigate the
extent to which the impact of the programme on
pupil attainment has been sustained or enhanced
over a longer period. The report was written in 2008
but due to the availability of data, looked at activity
during the 2005-2006 period.

12



Partnerships was greater than that of similar
young people nationally (evident in total GCSE
point score, best 8 point score, English and
Science measures). No differences were found
for young people’s progress in Mathematics.

Summary of the differences between young
people who attended Creative Partnerships
schools and young people in other schools

• The progress of young people at Key Stage 2 
who attended Creative Partnerships schools but
who did not take part in Creative Partnerships
activities were statistically significantly less than
that of similar young people nationally. This was
evident in the average Key Stage 2 scores and
Science measures, though the effect sizes were
very small.

• There was no statistically significant difference in 
progress between young people at Key Stages 3
or 4 known to have attended Creative
Partnerships schools and other young people
nationally.

Summary of the differences between young
people known to have attended Creative
Partnerships activities and other young people
in the same schools 

• The progress of young people who attended 
Creative Partnerships schools and who were
known to have taken part in Creative
Partnerships activities was greater than that of
other young people in the same schools. This
was evident for all three Key Stages and for all
outcome measures except Mathematics at Key
Stages 2 and 4, though effect sizes were again
relatively small.
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Approach
The NFER used the National Pupil Database (NPD)
to examine the relationship between young people’s
attendance at Creative Partnership activities and
their progress in national assessments. The NPD
contains information from the Pupil Level Annual
Schools Census (PLASC) and assessment data. It
links performance at Key Stages 1, 2 and 3 to
GSCE/equivalent. The preceding NFER study
(Eames et al, 2006) merged NPD information for
results obtained in 2003-2004 with pupil-level data
that the NFER programme-level evaluation collected
for a two-year period. The more recent study uses
attainment data for 2005 and 2006 to explore the
further impact on young people of participation in
the Creative Partnerships programme.

The national evaluation of Creative Partnerships
focused on primary and secondary schools involved
in Phase 1 of Creative Partnerships. It studied all
398 core schools selected by the first 16 Creative
Partnerships areas in 2002 to launch the
programme. These schools received significant
investment in projects and programmes, hosted a
broad range of projects designed to explore learning
needs, capabilities and overall ambitions and, in
many cases, went on to become exemplars and
advocates of Creative Partnerships work. 

Young people’s attendance data was collected using
‘attendance data sheets’. These were distributed to
schools taking part in the national evaluation on a
termly basis during the academic years 2002/3 and
2003/4. By combining the NPD and NFER evaluation
data, a national dataset was created of young
people involved in Creative Partnerships, flagged for
each year.

A statistical technique known as multilevel
modelling1 was used to examine whether there was
a difference in academic attainment between those
young people involved in Creative Partnerships and
those not, when all relevant background factors are
taken into account. 

The evaluation involved young people from a wide
range of year groups (from Foundation Stage to Year
13). For the present study, three sets of
comparisons were made:

• For young people in Year 6 in 2005 or 2006, 
comparing progress from Key Stage 1 to Key
Stage 2 between those involved in Creative
Partnerships and those not.

• For young people in Year 9 in 2005 or 2006, 
looking at progress from Key Stage 2 to Key
Stage 3.

• For young people in Year 11 in 2005 or 2006, 
looking at progress from Key Stage 2 to GCSE.

Results obtained in 2003/4 and 2005/6
The 2006 study (Eames et al, 2006) considered
attainment at the end of Key Stages 2, 3 and 4 in
2003 and 2004, when the schools had been
involved in Creative Partnerships for two years at
most. In the present study there was a greater
interval (of up to four years) between when schools
and young people first experienced Creative
Partnerships and the assessment of academic
outcomes. Further differences between the two
studies mean comparisons should be treated
tentatively.2

Summary of the differences between young
people known to have attended Creative
Partnerships activities and other young people
nationally

• The progress of young people at Key Stage 3 
known to have taken part in Creative
Partnerships activities was greater than that of
similar pupils nationally (evident in average Key
Stage 3 score, English, Mathematics and Science
measures). 

• The progress of young people at Key Stage 4 
known to have taken part in Creative

The academic
progress of young
people attending
Creative Partnerships
activities was greater
than that of other
young people in the
same schools.

1 Multilevel modelling is a development of a common statistical technique known as ‘regression analysis’. It is used for finding the relationship between a measure of 
interest and one or more related variables.

2 In the current study, the subset of young people differs slightly; attendance data was collected at Key Stage 3 before subject choices were made; no data is known 
about pupils’ participation in Creative Partnerships after 2004 (or to the extent of initial involvement); methods of scoring GCSE or equivalent qualifications have 
changed (and progression to GCSE has been measured using Key Stage 2 rather than Key Stage 3 assessments).

14
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Conclusions
An analysis of the sample characteristics showed
findings broadly similar to those obtained in the
previous study (Eames et al, 2006) in that schools
involved in Creative Partnerships were more
disadvantaged and had a higher proportion of people
from diverse ethnic backgrounds than all schools
nationally. However, within Creative Partnerships
schools, young people known to have taken part in
Creative Partnerships activities were slightly less
disadvantaged than other young people in the same
schools – in terms of entitlement to free school
meals, requiring additional learning support, having
English as an additional language and prior
attainment.

The pattern of results in 2005 and 2006 were
consistent with those reported in 2003 and 2004
(Eames et al, 2006). The academic progress of
young people attending Creative Partnerships
activities was greater than that of other young
people in the same schools. At Key Stages 3 and 4,
young people attending Creative Partnerships
activities made more progress than young people in
schools not involved in Creative Partnerships. There
were no significant differences between these
groups at Key Stage 2. 

In terms of longer term impact the study concludes
that Creative Partnerships is beginning to make a
valuable contribution to improving levels of young
people’s attainment at Key Stage 4 and, to a lesser
extent, at Key Stage 3. 
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The impact of
Creative
Partnerships 
on pupil behaviour
Lesley Kendall, Jo Morrison, Caroline Sharp and Tilaye Yeshanew 
National Foundation for Educational Research, 2008

Approach
This report uses school-level data1 for total absence
rates for 2002/3 to 2006/7 and exclusions from
school for 2002/3 to 2005/6 as measures to
compare pupil attendance and behaviour for schools
involved in Creative Partnerships with other similar
schools not engaged with Creative Partnerships.

The report focuses on the way attendance and
exclusion rates change over time, as it is likely that
the impact of Creative Partnerships will take time to
become established in Creative Partnerships
schools.

A statistical technique known as multilevel
modelling2 was used to compare Creative
Partnerships schools with those not taking part in
Creative Partnerships when a wide range of
background factors were taken into account.

Overall, the analysis of primary schools included 472
Creative Partnerships schools, and the analysis of
secondary schools included 246 Creative
Partnerships schools (with 33 schools included in
both sets of analysis).

Key findings
Engagement with Creative Partnerships was
associated with an educationally significant
reduction in total absence rates over time in primary
schools. Absence rates in schools participating in
Creative Partnerships were less than that of
comparable non-engaged schools3. Overall, absence
rates over the first two years in Creative
Partnerships schools reduced by 0.38 percentage
points with further relative improvements after
three, four and five years. 

1 Regarding information collected by the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF): attendance data for the period since Creative Partnerships’ inception 
mostly consists of aggregate school-level data rather than individual pupil-level data, and as pupil-level exclusion data is treated as highly confidential only aggregate 
information is available.

2 Multilevel modelling is a development of a common statistical technique known as ‘regression analysis’. It is used for finding the relationship between a measure of 
interest and one or more related variables.

3 Schools involved in Creative Partnerships were found to have slightly higher levels of total absence in 2002/2003 during the first year of the initiative than other 
schools (by around 0.17 percentage points). 

The National Foundation for Educational
Research (NFER) conducted a programme-level
evaluation of Creative Partnerships between
Autumn 2002 and Summer 2004 (Sharp et al,
2006). The evaluation focused on measuring
the changes in self-confidence, self-esteem and
attitudes to learning among young people who
took part in Creative Partnerships activity.
Further studies explored the relationship
between attendance at Creative Partnerships
schools and attainment at the end of Key
Stages 2, 3 and 4 (Eames et al, 2006 and
Kendall et al, 2008). The Arts Council England
wanted to go a step further and examine the
extent to which schools’ engagement with
Creative Partnerships was reflected in young
people’s attendance and behaviour at school.

There was no significant association between
absence rates and Creative Partnerships schools at
secondary level or between engagement in Creative
Partnerships and the likelihood that a school would
permanently exclude one or more young people in a
given year.

Conclusions
There was an educationally significant reduction in
total absence rates in primary schools engaged in
Creative Partnerships. As Creative Partnerships
became more established in these schools the
reduction increased. Engagement in Creative
Partnerships for at least three years was associated
with a reduction of about one percentage point in
total absence rates at primary level, which is
marked given that the average overall absence rate
is about five per cent.
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Total absence rates in schools that had been
participating in Creative Partnerships for four years
were almost a whole percentage point lower than in
otherwise comparable schools with no history of
involvement with Creative Partnerships. This
difference amounts to a relative reduction of about a
fifth in absence rates within Creative Partnerships
schools over a period of four years.

Why there were no such associations between the
Creative Partnerships programme and absence rates
in secondary schools is not known, though it is
possible that Creative Partnerships had an effect on
a higher proportion of pupils in primary schools
because of the smaller number of pupils involved. 

The lack of a measurable effect of participation in
Creative Partnerships on permanent exclusion rates
in either primary or secondary schools may be due
to the fact that exclusions are relatively rare, making
it more difficult to show an impact on this measure. 
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Total absence rates in
schools that had been
participating in
Creative Partnerships
for four years were
almost a whole
percentage point
lower than in
otherwise comparable
schools with no
history of
involvement with
Creative Partnerships.
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Their learning
becomes your
journey
Parents respond to children�s work in 
Creative Partnerships
Olivia O’Sullivan (Centre for Literacy in Primary Education) and Kimberly Safford
Open University, 2007

Involving parents in schools is crucial, and
according to the Department for Children,
Schools and Families, it maximises the life
chances of children. Key research findings from
the government report The Impact of Parental
Involvement on Children’s Education (2003)
shows that parent involvement in a child’s
schooling between the ages of 7 and 16 is a
more powerful factor in achievement than
family background, size of family or level of
parental education.

In 2006 the Centre for Literacy in Primary Education
(CLPE) was asked by Creative Partnerships to
evaluate parental involvement in, and responses to,
creative initiatives taking place in schools. The
research involved surveys of senior school staff and
in-depth interviews with parents in schools in
settings which ranged from inner cities to a former
mining village. 

The resulting research, Their Learning Becomes
Your Journey, investigates an aspect of Creative
Partnerships which had been anecdotally noted but
not widely examined – that children communicate
their enjoyment of school-based creative projects to
their parents to a much greater extent than their
work in the core literacy and numeracy curriculum.
The research aimed to:

• identify factors in the creative agenda which 
engage parents and elicit parents’ views on what 
constitutes a creative curriculum

• analyse different models and methods of 
parental involvement within Creative Partnerships 
programmes

• develop an understanding of how creative 
approaches can foster parents’ engagement in 
children’s learning.

The resulting research Their Learning Becomes Your
Journey creates a picture of the creative contexts
and practices which involve parents in children’s
school learning and how these contexts and
practices help to build effective schools.

Data collection and methodology
In May 2006 an in-depth questionnaire for senior
school staff was sent to 200 schools which had
funding from Creative Partnerships. Schools were
selected to represent a wide regional distribution
and a balance of rural, urban, large, small, primary
and secondary schools (although there are many
more primary schools than secondary schools which
are involved in Creative Partnerships). From this
national survey, 65 questionnaires were returned. 



25

Parents believe that creative projects can
motivate children to be in school and have a
significant, long-term impact on children’s
confidence, skills, wider learning, overall
development and life chances. 

One of Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s (1997) key
constructs of parental involvement is parents’
strong sense of their children’s unique
characteristics: parents see a creative curriculum
providing real opportunities for ‘personalised
learning’ where children thrive as individual learners
within group activities, and that a creative
curriculum gives children ‘an outlook on ambition’ by
providing real-life contacts and contexts for learning
and skills. Parents perceive arts partners in schools
as what Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (ibid.)
characterise as ‘high involvement’ teachers who are
positive about children. 

‘My son, in Year 6, is severely dyslexic. Now he
knows he can express himself through
construction, through artwork. The projects gave
him confidence. He knows now that he has
particular learning styles. He has been able to
build up his awareness and confidence through
creative projects.’ (Kerry)

‘It gives them an outlook on ambition. My
daughter will come home and say ‘I want to be
an actress, a fashion designer’ – it’s always
something on the creative side rather than a
mundane office job and I think that’s really good.
I know that when I was in primary school I didn’t
have any idea of what I wanted to do when I
grew up, so talking about a career and a creative
career is just fantastic.’ (Louise)

Parents believe that a creative curriculum can
contribute strongly to a distinctive school ethos
where children and parents feel pride in their
school. 

This feeling continues even when children no longer
attend the school, particularly where creative
projects leave a lasting visible legacy in the form of
architecture, murals, mosaics, sculptures or
gardens. 

From these, in-depth interviews with 16 senior
school staff and in-depth interviews with 34 parents
were carried out in 2006-2007 in a range of schools.

Parents� own learning
A report by the Sutton Trust (Blanden et al, 2005)
highlighted decreasing opportunities for social
mobility in Britain and the role of education in
potentially widening life chances for children.
Interviews with parents in our research revealed
that creative approaches to the curriculum can also
increase such opportunities for parents. Parents
living in areas of significant socio-economic
deprivation described in research interviews how
their interest in school-based creative projects
resulted in their becoming permanent Learning
Support Assistants and lunchtime supervisors, and
that their involvement had a ‘ripple effect’ on home-
school communication. 

Key findings
Key findings of the research are as follows:

The creative curriculum can have a positive
impact on home-school communication. 

Children’s enthusiasm for creative projects leads
them to talk at home about what they do in school
and parents in turn become enthusiastic about what
the school offers. Results are circular: children do
interesting things, talk to parents about this work,
and parents are motivated to find out more by
becoming involved in children’s learning and in the
life of the school. 

‘I’ve got to say, my eyes and ears were wide
open because I couldn’t believe what he was
telling me [about the film animation work he was
doing].’ (Phil)

‘The kids never stopped talking about him
[storyteller] the whole time he was in school.
When [my son] came home he talked about him
constantly as if he was like one of the teachers.

Everything was ‘Tony this’ and ‘Tony that’. They
do use their first names and it does make the
kids more relaxed with them. That reflected on
parents. Because the kids were talking about it,
parents felt they were involved in it.’ (Louise)

Home discussions generated by a creative
curriculum can enable parents to develop
perspectives on their children as learners, and
these perspectives can increase parents’ sense
of ‘efficacy’ in relation to children’s learning
(Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler, 1997). 

Parents feel that they understand what children are
doing in school and what children are gaining from
these experiences. This understanding enables
parents to join in and support children’s interests
and enthusiasms, either by contributing their own
skills and expertise, by learning alongside children,
or by ensuring children continue these interests in
after-school clubs or classes. This developing
understanding of how children learn also provides
parents with positive points of contact with the
school.

‘For my son, it was the project ‘How Things Are
Made’: how bridges stand up, structural things.
Now, if ever we go down Trent Bridge, we have
to pull over: ‘Let’s have a look at this bridge and
how it’s made!’ It’s sparked my interest. I can
see it’s made and see it’s there, but I had ignored
it. Now, I want to know how it’s made and how
it stays up there. Wonderful questions no parent
can answer! We went to Lincoln Cathedral which
I thought might be too formal, too boring. My
son loved it, the fact of the architecture, the
windows with the light coming through. We all
loved it – his dad, his sister. It was a place that
normally we would have drove past. But we
thought, we’ll stay and have a look. Now when
we walk through town, it’s looking at the
buildings and the windows and everything – then
coming home and building it with Connex! It was
all from that project.’ (Nicole)
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Parents see a creative
curriculum providing real
opportunities for
�personalised learning�
where children thrive as
individual learners within
group activities, and that
a creative curriculum
gives children �an outlook
on ambition� by providing
real-life contacts and
contexts for learning and
skills.
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A sustained creative agenda can offer ‘multiple
invitations, opportunities and requests’ to parents
which are welcoming and proactive. These
invitations have the power to make a positive
difference in parents’ involvement in decisions,
which are ‘recursive rather than linear’ (Hoover-
Dempsey and Sandler, 1997). Schools which use
creative projects to make ongoing offers and
invitations to parents send clear messages that
parents are welcome and valued by the school.
Creative programmes generate ‘inviting climates’ in
schools, developing the school as a community
which is meaningful for parents and families.
Creative projects give parents reasons to come into
schools and make positive comments. 

‘Like my wife, she came along, and she really
lacks confidence, she won’t even bring the kids
to school. She absolutely loved it, the gardening
day. I said look, just come along, just come and
help.’ (Phillip)

‘Parents will go in more for the creative stuff
because they don’t feel threatened by it. They do
struggle – that’s why the Samba dancing was so
amazing. We had about 40 parents and not just
mums but mums and dads. You feel parents are
more relaxed than coming in for an evening on
how your child learns maths.’ (Geraldine)

The benefits to children of work in a creative
curriculum can extend to parents. 

Children’s engagement can lead parents to reflect
on their own experience as learners, and this
experience can cause parents to take up cultural
and other learning opportunities for themselves as
well as for their children. Responses to the
questionnaires showed that 47 per cent of families
visited a cultural institution outside school as a result
of involvement in creative projects in school. Art
galleries, museums, theatres and other performing
arts centres were the most visited. 

Creative approaches to learning can work as agents
of curriculum change and processes of innovation
which reach beyond the school to engage parents
and communities. A key theme in parent interviews
is the sense of being valued by the school in
creative projects, and feeling that the project takes
them to a new, special place where they have never
been before. According to the then Department for
Education and Skills (2003) parents want more and
deeper involvement in schools; a creative agenda is
an effective way to work towards higher levels of
participation. 

‘I was caned and hit with a ruler. You couldn’t
have an opinion. Now, today, children are asked
what would you like in your garden, could you
design it? We were never asked.’ (Katriona)

‘When I see my daughter playing the cello in the
orchestra and I heard those people from the
Guildhall playing, I think – is it too late for me to
go and learn an instrument? It prompts me to do
something as well. I’ve joined the choir now. I
think – maybe I could do that.’ (Helen)

‘Their learning becomes your journey as
well…You start to remember things and you
think – I know how to do that, I can do that!’
(Asa)

Official promotion of parental involvement in
children’s school learning is a fairly recent initiative,
and many parents will feel unsure of how they
should fulfil such a role. Parental involvement can be
assumed to be always positive and desirable, but in
interviews parents reveal how such experiences can
sometimes be unsettling. Parent interviews
highlight the need for schools to offer ‘low risk’
invitations to become involved and to be sensitive
to the ways in which some parents may feel about
school and about learning. 

‘They get a feeling of being part of the
community. Like the mosaic, it’s always going to
be there. For our girls, it was their last year and it
was leaving their mark on the school. They know
it’s still there. Even now, in secondary school, they
still come and play in this playground because
there aren’t any other places to play around here.
It would be nice to do more work that is lasting.’
(Brenda)

A range of models of creative partnership can
involve parents.

Although parents tend mainly to access final products
and performances, parents could be invited to
participate in earlier stages of planning and
development, through interactive displays, meetings
and adult versions of children’s experiences. Schools
which utilise Family Link Workers and offer Family
Learning courses as part of a creative curriculum are
able to engage parents and sustain their participation
by offering adults ongoing opportunities to play,
practise and learn. For most of the schools in this
research, parental involvement was not a focus of
creative projects. Coordination with Family Learning
approaches would increase the potential for this to
take place on a wider scale.

A creative curriculum can offer low-risk invitations
to parents to become involved in school. 

Creative programmes positively enhance parents’
perceptions of the ‘general invitations, demands and
opportunities’ from school (Hoover-Dempsey and
Sandler, 1997) and widen parents’ range of
‘permissible’ activities and behaviours in relation to
the school. These activities and behaviours often
involve ‘little c’ creativity (Craft, 2001) which bridge
home and school contexts. Parents tend to feel
confident and comfortable making a contribution,
whether they are using their own skills or learning
along with children. Because parents perceive
creative projects as an invitation and may perceive
the core curriculum as a demand, a creative
curriculum has the potential to reach parents in ways
that a basic skills core curriculum may not. 
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Because parents
perceive creative
projects as an
invitation and may
perceive the core
curriculum as a
demand, a creative
curriculum has the
potential to reach
parents in ways that
a basic skills core
curriculum may not. 



Conclusion
In conclusion, parents feel that children’s learning is
enhanced in many ways through Creative
Partnerships projects. They are able to see their
children’s school work in heightened, professional
contexts. Parents see that such projects lead to all-
around better communication from schools and
express their appreciation for projects that ‘break
down’ walls between school and community
through exhibitions, performances or parades which
take the school out into the community. Creative
projects also lead some parents to reflect on their
own schooling and ideas about learning, and have in
many cases led to parents’ increased involvement in
schools, in their own creative projects and visits to
cultural centres with their children. 

The research concludes that Creative Partnerships
can play a significant role in widening the role for
parental involvement in schools and in their
children’s learning. 
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Creative approaches to
learning can work as
agents of curriculum
change and processes of
innovation which reach
beyond the school to
engage parents and
communities.




















