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5 Years of the Poplar 
Partnership 

An Introduction

In 2013 Bow Arts set out to create a 

different way of delivering arts education. 

The consortium was founded on the 

principles of collaboration, shared learning 

and economies of scale, and was designed to 

bring schools together. We’d been working 

with many of the Poplar schools individually, 

some for as long as 15 years, and could see 

similar themes and challenges across school 

settings. It seemed an obvious step to bring 

the schools together in order to work more 

collaboratively, to pool resources and share 

ideas. 

From those beginnings, a remarkable 

body of artist-led projects, training, 

exhibitions and events have taken place. The 

ambition has grown year on year across the 

consortium, and in turn the children’s ideas 

and creativity have been able to flourish. 

The accomplishments over the past five 

years have not just been about a remarkable 

group of schools, stand-out individuals 

or visionary leaders. The success of the 

partnership is, I believe, simply about an 

openness, a willingness, and our ability to 

grow over time. We didn’t come together 

with the attitude of  ‘what can I get’, or 
‘what can I take’, but with the spirit of ‘what 

can I offer’, ‘what can I share’. That’s what 

makes us richer. 

Five Years of the Poplar Partnership 

offers us a moment to reflect. We consider 

how modest beginnings have grown into 

ambition and scale; on the combination 

of trust, exploration and risk that are now 

integral to our work; on the themes and 

characteristics that much of the work has 

tapped in to. We celebrate the creation 

of remarkable art commissions and 

inspirational spaces; the playful exploration 

of new or unusual materials; the testing of 

concepts and processes; and the genuine 

commitment to pupils shaping their own 

learning, becoming leaders in their own 

right.

We’ve worked closely with the subject 

leaders over the last five years, from mud 

larking on the Thames, a co-ordinator 

meeting around the open fire of forest 

school, to whisking teachers away for day 

trips of creative rejuvenation. I enjoy the 

sense of possibility, of individuals bringing 

something of themselves. I’m a firm believer 

in making space, a little mischief and 

investing in our teachers in the same way 

that they invest in their pupils. It’s a tough 

job, and they 
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certainly deserve something back.

I’m immensely proud of our work with 

the Poplar partnership: 

-- the unstoppable energy and ideas of the 

countless children and young people we 

have worked with

-- the skill and generosity of the Bow Arts 

artists

-- the care and passion of our Education 

Project Managers

-- the openness of Art Coordinators

-- the dedication of remarkable teachers 

and subject leaders. 

Without any one of you, the partnership 

would not have been the same.

I hope this publication is a celebration. I 

hope it shares ideas, inspiration and learning 

with the same generosity that the partnership 

has imbued. I hope it makes the case for 

long-term, sustained ways of working that 

builds arts and culture into the lifeblood of 

children and young people.

 

I hope you enjoy finding out more. 

Rob Smith,  

Head of Education, Bow Arts 
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the consortium model - what is it?
The consortium model was born out of a desire to collaborate, share and develop arts 

education provision for children and teachers who work in the same ward. The model involves 

schools and Bow Arts working together and pooling resources to address shared priorities 

and needs, with the aim to improve visual arts practice across the schools. The consortium 

model is delivered through two main strands: individual projects within schools and a shared 

programme. 

Individual Projects

Each school’s individual project is co-planned alongside the Art Coordinator, Project 

Manager and artist, with a particular aim, challenge or outcome in mind. It’s less about 

off-the-shelf projects, or a menu of options, and more about pooling the ideas and skills of 

the project leads and coming up with a creative starting point or challenge, bespoke to the 

context of that particular school. This allows schools to focus on their own priorities, aims 

and ambitions, and consider how artists can help to address these. 

Shared Programme 

The shared programme aims to support schools to share practice and build networks across 

a borough. Through termly meetings, CPD sessions and creative away days, Art Coordinators 

are given time and space to learn from one another, the Bow Arts Education team and a range 

of artists. They share ideas, discuss challenges and learn skills and approaches in order to 

strengthen the creative education experience in their schools. 

Similarly, holiday programmes and annual celebration events provide opportunities for 

children across the consortium to meet like-minded peers and create together in workshops. 

The annual celebration event includes a professionally curated exhibition, which brings 

together outcomes from all aspects of the programme. It is a key moment in showing the 

wider community the value of the children and teachers’ creative contributions as exhibiting 

artists, designers and makers.
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5 years of the poplar partnership - in numbers

10 schools have taken part in the Poplar Partnership 
 

5,877 children and young people have taken part in creative projects and worked 
alongside professional artists 

50 bespoke projects have been delivered in schools

542 artist days have been delivered over 5 years  

29 Teacher Creative Professional Development sessions have been
delivered (488 teachers) 

2 Creative Away Days have been delivered for Art Coordinators  

5 Celebration Events have taken place 

35 new permanent artworks have been produced for schools 

145 children and young people have received Arts Award qualifications
at Explore level
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Poplar Introducing the Poplar Partnership Schools

wellington primary school

Wellington is a successful, happy and forward-thinking school. We pride 

ourselves on our rich and varied curriculum, and the wider opportunities 

our children have. They tell us they love their learning and enjoy coming to 

school. The school opened in 1928, and has been redeveloped to improve 

our learning spaces and create an environment fit for learning in the 21st century. We 

currently have 450 pupils on roll, aged between 3 years and 11 years.  

Wellington’s motif references a historical timeline which was produced by artist Carl 

Stevenson in 2017 (year 3) in collaboration with pupils. The rocket represents space travel.

Lansbury Lawrence PriMary School

Lansbury Lawrence Primary school is a successful, multi-cultural 

nursery and primary school in the heart of Poplar in the East London 

Borough of  Tower Hamlets. They have two forms of entry from Reception 

to Year 6 and a large nursery of 120 pupils. Previously known as Susan 

Lawrence Primary and Elizabeth Lansbury Nursery, the school was designed by architects 

Yorke, Rosenberg and Mardell and opened in 1951 as an example of ‘Live Architecture’ 

as part of the Festival of Britain. The school remains a site of historical interest, for the 

architecture and public artworks by British artist, designer and educator, Peggy Angus. The 

school is surrounded by a secret garden and woodland area where children can learn, explore 

and play.

Lansbury Lawrence’s motif references a contemporary artwork commissioned in 2017 

(year 3) where artist and designer Haidée Drew worked with pupils to explore the heritage 

of their building, producing a permanent sculptural artwork for the school.
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Mayflower Primary School
Mayflower Primary School is a nursery and primary school with 395 pupils 

on roll. Named after The Mayflower Ship, famous for taking early pioneers 

to America, the school aims for the same inventive spirit as they strive for 

excellence in learning. Mayflower wants all pupils to be successful, and are 

constantly searching for new and innovative ways to make learning exciting, 

so that everyone at Mayflower enjoys the sense of adventure learning brings and discovers how 

learning changes lives. 

Mayflower’s motif references light-house structures that were commissioned in 2017 (year 3) 

by pupils and made by artist duo Sharp Objects to transform their playground and be used as 

outdoor exhibition structures.

St Saviour’s CE primary School

St Saviour’s CE School is a one form entry primary school situated on 

Chrisp Street, Poplar with a school roll of approximately 234 children. St 

Saviour’s  CE School has a long, rich history, with the school mirroring 

many local and national events which have shaped Poplar life since Victorian 

times. From being founded in the 1860s to help the poor - to suffering bombing during the first 

half of the 20th century and being rebuilt at a time of hope in the 1950s. Today we have at our 

heart the spiritual and moral wellbeing of all our pupils; striving for excellence whist not being 

elitist and keeping the faith whilst remaining inclusive in serving a multicultural community. 

St Saviour’s CE motif references their Victorian inspired interactive installation, created by 

artist Sara Heywood in 2015 (year 2) to commemorate the school’s 150th birthday.
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BYGROVE Primary School  

Bygrove is an outstanding one-form entry primary school serving 

a multicultural community in Poplar. Bygrove has been a National 

Teaching School since 2013, supporting other schools and alongside 

our alliance partners, training the next generation of outstanding 

teachers. We may be small but we think big! Our pupils are at the heart of everything we 

do. They are happy, friendly and well-behaved and they love learning. They achieve results 

in all subjects that are well above the national average and consistently make much better 

progress than their peers nationally too. 

Bygrove Primary’s motif references a literacy project led by illustrator Mark Oliver 

in 2018 (year 4) that encouraged pupils to produce cut-paper collages of their favourite 

characters and moments in novels, which were then used to produce a permanent artwork 

in the school library.

Manorfield Primary School

Manorfield is a happy and exciting learning community that nurtures 

high attainment and ongoing success for all. The vision of the school is 

to be high-achieving and at the heart of the community, where children 

learn effectively and everyone is valued as an individual. Manorfield 

Primary School dates back to 1953 when it was built as a temporary school built with prefab 

cement blocks. As an infant and junior school there were only six classes accommodating 

up to 180 pupils. Later a nursery was added. It is understood that the name Manorfield was 

derived from the fact it had been built on the manor fields belonging to the Lower Manor 

of Bromley.

Manorfield’s motif references a design project where artist and designer Haidée Drew 

worked with pupils in 2018 (year 4) to develop ideas for a commission to help transform the 

school’s Key Stage 1 corridor.
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Stebon Primary School
Stebon is a happy three-form entry school serving a multicultural, 

though predominately Bangladeshi community in Poplar. Following 

recent refurbishments and a state-of-the-art extension our premises 

provide bright, spacious and comfortable learning spaces that pupils love. 

These include a dedicated Art/D&T space, an outdoor classroom and a 

very beautiful Chelsea garden. Staff and pupils are ambitious and confident. Performance 

at KS2 shows our pupils outperform their national peers and make more progress too. The 

school serves and is surrounded by the Burdett Estate, itself refurbished in 2001. It’s this 

position at the heart of our community that gives Stebon School its unique feel and platform 

to succeed.

Stebon’s motif references a modular display space developed by artists and designers 

Milly Peck and Finn Thomson in 2018 (year 4), in response to a project where artists used 

Philosophy for Children methods as a starting point to develop stories with artist Poppy 

Green and make illustrated books with artist Julie Vermeille. The structures act as a space to 

exhibit these works.

Woolmore Primary School

Woolmore is a happy, inclusive and exciting place to learn and our children 

love coming to school. In order to ensure that every child achieves success 

we ask ourselves ‘what would it take?’ and then we do it! We offer children 

great teaching, guidance and we help them grow into good global citizens. 

In February 2015 Woolmore moved into a brand new school building that will, eventually, 

be a three-form entry primary school. 

Woolmore’s motif references a permanent structure built for the reception playground, 

created by artist Kirsti Davies in 2018 (year 4), made in response to being in residence with 

the Early Years team at Woolmore. 
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SHELTER
Woolmore Pr ima r y School
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what happened?

Shelter focused on Early Years, with the 

aim to address the lack of creative play 

opportunities in the Reception playground 

at Woolmore. Artist Kirsti Davies was tasked 

to create an artwork or apparatus that would 

stimulate creative exploration and play. The 

artwork was to be used collaboratively by 

pupils to develop role play, gross motor, fine 

motor and sensory skills. Kirsti initially spent 

time in the school, playing with Reception 

pupils in their playground to allow an insight 

into how the children liked to play and to 

understand what was missing from their 

outdoor space. Kirsti then began a period of 

testing materials and objects with Reception 

pupils to see how they responded. She 

brought in canes, string, fabric and willow, 

which contrasted to the plastic toys often 

used in the playground. The workshops 

were open-ended and experimental, allowing 

pupils  the opportunity to try things out and 

see what happened. 

‘It has been nice to work on a project 

where we can really focus on the children’s 

ideas and opinions in creating something 

for their outside play area. It has led us to 

be more creative with materials we have in 

school. Inviting an artist into school has 

been wonderful, giving a fresh perspective 

and allowing precious time to be allocated to 

being creative.’

Laura Coates, Art Coordinator, Woolmore 

Primary School

In one workshop, pupils began making 

individual dens that morphed into one 

immersive environment. Some pupils were 

focused on producing a sturdy den, while 

others focused more on playing, naming 

spaces of the dens, imagining the view out 

and their roles within their newly formed 

environment. 

‘It is cosy and warm and there’s a fire in 

here and we are cosy.’

Early Years pupil, Woolmore Primary 

School

On reflection, the workshop  

demonstrated the active role children play 

in facilitating their own creative learning, 

with imaginative play being an important 

part of experiencing the world from new and 

multiple perspectives. This demonstrated 

the importance of producing an apparatus 

that stimulated creative play dictated by the 

children and enjoyed in multiple ways.

Who took part? 

From the outset, it was agreed that an artist 
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1 day installation of Shelter 

Key Impact and Learning

The consultative approach taken 

throughout this project allowed a greater 

understanding and knowledge of the time-

constraints faced by staff, encouraging us to 

think about keeping our approach simple, 

useful and effective. Workshops enabled us 

to reflect on group creativity, with children 

playing alongside each other to enhance their 

lived and imagined experiences. We wanted 

the outcome to support this type of divergent 

learning, to act as a catalyst to open-ended 

play. The school’s Art Coordinator was present 

from initiation to outcome. There was a 

feeling of trust and shared ownership, which 

enabled collaborative conditions throughout. 

For example, after sessions we would plan 

the next stage of the project, reflecting and 

responding to what happened and using this 

as a starting point for the next workshop. 

would work with and consult both staff and 
pupils to develop an outcome based on their 

findings from spending time in school. Kirsti 

delivered CPD workshops and consultation 

sessions with the Early Years team, from 

which it became paramount that the final 

outcome needed to be something useful. 

Teachers discussed how time was precious, 

and anything too delicate or difficult to use 

would soon be broken or discarded. Shelter 

was continually mentioned as something the 

playground was in need of. 

Outcomes 

Kirsti presented the school with two 

designs for their artwork. The chosen design – 

selected unanimously by pupils and teaching 

staff  – is both a structure, a shelter and the 

starting point for creative play. It is a small 

sculptural building made with soft timber, 

ergonomically designed for the reception 

pupils. The ‘shop-front’ and ‘entrance’ will be 

used as starting points for creative role-play. 

There is also the opportunity to use the space 

for performance, outdoor teaching and other 

creative activities.

Outputs

1 planning meeting 

2 Early Years CPD sessions

2 artist-led workshops 

5 days artist days for design and fabrication 
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‘That’s a 
telescope, and 
I sleep there. I 
look out of my 
telescope and I 
see the big bad 

wolf.’
Early Years Pupil. Woolmore Primary School
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mastering
a material

Ma nor f ie ld Pr ima r y School
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what happened?
‘Mastering a Material’ focused on the 

question ‘What does it take to master an art?’ 

as a starting point to explore one material: glass. 

Working with artists Damien Robinson and 

glass specialist Shelley James, a class of Year 5 

children took part in a series of workshops to 

explore the material qualities of glass. 

Pupils initially took part in workshops in 

school. Damien Robinson set out experiments 

to help pupils better understand glass – its 

materiality and how it has been used practically 

throughout history. Workshops included 

making a camera obscura, water microscopes 

and a stained ‘glass’ window from sugar.

‘The group have become more confident 

in questioning, developing both their wider 

understanding and feeding their creative 

curiosity. Exploring through hands-on learning 

how glass has impacted on so much of the world 

we take for granted’

Damien Robinson, Lead Artist

Pupils then had the opportunity to learn 

more about the different ways glass can be used 

– for industry and artistic ends. In a visit to 

artist Shelley James’ studio, they were given the 

opportunity to learn about techniques used to 

manipulate and change glass. They sandblasted 

patterns onto drinking glasses, bent glass rods 

using a candle, and fused real glass pieces in a 
microwave. 

Who took part? 

This project needed many different experts 

in order to best articulate to the pupils the 

myriad ways materials can be used. As well 

as meeting artists, pupils also visited a glass-

blower’s workshop, and were able to experience 

glassworks being produced on an industrial 

scale, whilst also seeing how artists might use 

glass in their practice. 

Outcomes

Pupils all made sandblasted patterned glass 

cups and a series of handmade fused glass art 

pieces for permanent display in school. 

Outputs 

1 planning meeting 

4 artist-led sessions in school 

1 trip to a glassblowing studio

1 trip to Cockpit Arts 

‘I have learnt that glass can be like honey if 

you melt it, and that you can make things in 

different ways. I have also learned you can’t see 

sand coming out of the gun because it comes 

out really fast.’

Pupil feedback, Manorfield Primary School
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Key Impact and Learning 
Pupils gained practical skills in experimenting 

with glass, including sand blasting and heat 

forming. These were processes that were made 

possible through sourcing key experts and 

carrying out thorough risk assessments and 

logistical planning to make these activities 

accessible for pupils. Pupils gained a greater 

understanding of the creative investigation 

process around a specific topic and medium, 

and were able to better appreciate material 

processes and the different states a material 

can go through, through doing. This tacit 

understanding was paramount to the success 

of this project. This project posed many risks 

and was reliant on trust and hard-work from 

all partners to ensure all practical workshops 

were safe. This experimentation and testing 

was seen and appreciated by other Poplar 

schools, which had a ripple-effect on others 

exploring new materials with their students.

‘What was just as important was the 

exhibition and how many other conversations 

I had with the other Coordinators, with them 

saying ‘Wow – you did this in school?’ – It was 

more like setting a kind of bar for something 

that can be very experimental’

Kirsty Lowry, former Education Project 

Manager, Bow Arts
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‘Imagine seeing a young 
person melt glass, or 

blast it with a sand gun, 
or bend it with a gas 

flame. We all knew that 
this was an experience 

these pupils would 
never forget. It felt like 

being in Willy Wonka’s 
factory, but with risk 

assessment documents.’

John Mayson,  Former  A r t  Coord inator,  
Manor f ie ld  Pr ima r y School
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made in 
poplar

May f lower Pr ima r y School
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what happened?
The focus of ‘Made in Poplar’ was twofold: 

for children to learn new creative skills using 

casting and mould making processes and to 

provide a platform for them to share their 

learning and expertise amongst their peers 

and teaching staff.

Artist Maisie Maris worked with a small 

steering group of pupils from Years 1 to 6 

to introduce the processes behind working 

with alginate, jesmonite, cement and plaster. 

The project started with workshops in school 

where pupils were given the opportunity 

to work in a materials-led way. Firstly, by 

exploring different material properties and 

textures, and then by considering their use in 

their local community and the wider world.

Maisie provided insights into her own 

practice throughout, placing an emphasis 

on the inspiration and research stages to 

encourage an open, considered approach 

to the pupils’ design and making. She also 

led a research walk to the Barbican, inviting 

pupils to collect as many visual elements as 

possible, and build a mood board as starting 

inspiration for their artworks. 

All of the research undertaken informed 

the discussions around what was possible for 

the making stages of the project. The group 

conducted ceramics market research – all 
the while considering what they thought 

constituted a saleable product. In keeping 

with the project learning and discoveries, a 

collection of cast jewellery and homeware 

was developed – which referenced the visual 

and material cultures of Poplar. The artworks 

were then priced up and brought to Bow Arts 

to sell in the Nunnery Gallery shop. As part of 

the visit, pupils also led a practical workshop 

for Bow Arts staff and studio artists to walk 

the participants through how the artworks 

were made. 

Who took part? 

Mayflower selects ‘Cultural Ambassadors’ 

from each year group in the school. These 

pupils act as representatives for their classes 

– making decisions around their creative and 

cultural learning and opportunities on offer 

across the academic year.

‘I have learnt how to make jewellery and 

homeware using alginate, jesmonite, cement 

and plaster.’

Year 5 pupil feedback

outcomes 

Pupils all made cast objects using jesmonite 

and concrete. Objects were both decorative 

and sculptural. Pupils were keen to develop 

items that linked back to the school, as 
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well as iconic east London buildings such as 
Balfron Tower and Robin Hood Gardens. As 

part of the school’s enterprise activity  these 

were then sold (by the children) at Bow 

Arts’ Nunnery Gallery and Bow Road Open 

Studios event as well as at several local maker’s 

markets.

The pupils also kept records of their project 

progress and research – and created step-by-

step guides as a tool for sharing their learning 

with their peers.

outputs

1 planning meeting 

5 artist-led sessions in school 

2 artist studio days 

1 trip to the Nunnery Gallery 

2 peer-led CPD for teaching staff

Key Impact and Learning 

The aim with Made in Poplar was to place 

an emphasis on the process – both in practical 

skills related to sculpture and as a general 

guideline for creating artwork. Rather than 

attempt to define what the artworks might 

look like at the start of the project, the 

intention was to preserve enough time for the 

children to conduct their own explorations 

and to build up their confidence and 

familiarity with working with the associated 

materials and techniques.

Maisie encouraged the children to be self-
reflexive with their learning and to share their 

findings at regular intervals. Each workshop 

started and finished with an open forum 

discussion, where the pupils thoughtfully 

reflected on what had worked (and what had 

not) as well as sharing their ideas for the next 

stage of the process. This ‘ideas marketplace’ 

raised both the quality of experience, insofar 

as the children were able to confidently share 

and demonstrate each technique learnt, but 

also the outcomes. Each individual artwork 

was shaped around a story, including the 

physical process and starting inspirations. 

To ensure that the project had a lasting 

impact in school, the pupils then returned 

to their classes to share their knowledge 

amongst their peers. The group even led CPD 

sessions to walk staff through the intricacies 

of working with casting materials.
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‘I felt a huge sense of 
achievement as I watched 

the pupils deliver their own 
skills session. Listening to 

them explain each stage 
of the process, while 

beautifully executing each 
step was a real testimony 

to their determination 
throughout the project.’

Maisie  Mar i s ,  L ead A r t i s t
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Outdoor Stage 
Backdrop

Bygrove Pr ima r y School
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what happened?
The starting point for this project was to 

create an outdoor learning aid that made links 

with curriculum topics. The artwork would 

also support teachers in leading storytelling 

sessions with their pupils and create a 

backdrop for an outdoor stage. 

Amanda Wayne, from design and 

architecture collective make:good, created 

an initial banner design to ensure all topic 

areas were featured. She also led two INSET 

sessions for teachers, providing step-by-step 

instructions and resources with which to lead 

collaging sessions with their pupils.

The school then delivered a whole-school 

Art Day, where teachers led collage-based 

workshops with their class groups in the 

morning, supported by Amanda and artist 

Diana Phiri-Witty. The collages produced 

were then photographed and used to create 

a digital design. A large-scale, weather-proof 

banner was made and installed to act as a 

learning aid and backdrop for the outdoor 

stage-space. 

who took part?

This project involved all teachers and pupils 

from and served as an artistic intervention, 

which saw the regular timetable collapsed for 

a full day of art. 

Outcomes 

A large, vinyl banner was produced for the 

school’s outdoor stage. The banner is versatile 

and continues to be used as an example of how 

to incorporate curriculum topics creatively 

and visually across the  school. 

Outputs 

2 artist-led INSET sessions in school

1 large scale banner for display in school

Key Impact and Learning 

This project allowed pupils to work large scale 

and to understand a design process from start 

to finish. Teachers were given training, which 

they then utilised and acted on through leading 

sessions supported by artists. Consequently, 

they weren’t reliant on external facilitation 

of the arts, instead artistic approaches 

were trialled and tested by the teachers 

themselves. The project also demonstrated 

how artworks made by pupils could enhance 

the schools’ learning environment, leading to 

Bygrove commissioning further projects that 

allowed pupils to contribute to their school 

surroundings through public commissions. 
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building as
stimulus

La nsbur y Law rence Pr ima r y School
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Lansbury Lawrence was built in 1951 
as part of the Lansbury Estate and was 

exhibited as an example of ‘Live Architecture’ 

within the Festival of Britain. Designed by 

F.R.S. Yorke and now Grade II Listed, the 

building modelled utopian ideals of the 

types of environments children should learn 

in, including three original murals by the 

designer, artist and teacher, Peggy Angus.

The case studies below outline ways we 

have used Lansbury Lawrence’s building and 

architectural features as a starting point for 

creative work. 

designer in residence

what happened?

This project provided time for Lansbury 

Lawrence to better understand and appreciate 

the heritage of their building and enabled 

pupils to explore their school environment 

in a new way. Artist and designer Haidée 

Drew took residence at Lansbury Lawrence, 

supporting pupils through a design iteration 

process in which they produced saleable 

products inspired by their school building. 

The project started with the building and 

was research-based. Using the school archive, 

pupils learnt about the historic importance of 

their school and collected their own resource 

imagery through photography and sketched 

observations around the school site. 

This research informed initial designs, 

with pupils producing drawings for their 

products based on their own discoveries and 

choices. The designs included references to 

architectural features, furnishings, colour and 

materials from around the school. 

‘Children were looking at the school in 

a new way, and created very sophisticated 

design work as a result.’

Kerri Sellens, specialist art teacher and 

curriculum lead, Lansbury Lawrence 

Haidée then supported pupils to produce 

moulds of their designs and use coloured 

jesmonite to produce products – including 

necklaces, coasters, key rings and candle 

holders. The pupils went onto sell their 

work – the Lansbury Presents range - at local 

Christmas market, Urban Makers East. 

‘I think the real moment of success for me 

was when some of the pupils came to the 

Urban Makers East Fair – it was so wonderful 

to see the public interact with them, to see 

their pride and the ultimate, actually selling 

the work!’

Haidée Drew, Lead Artist

Haidée also shared casting skills with the 
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teaching staff, which has led to the school 
continuing to produce cast objects with 

pupils, demonstrating a lasting legacy of this 

project. 

Who took part? 

Haidée worked with two Year 5 classes 

to develop skills in working with jesmonite. 

Haidée also delivered a CPD for teachers and 

coordinated for pupils to sell their work at a 

local makers market. 

Outcomes

Each pupil made their own individually 

cast items, inspired by the architecture of the 

school. The moulds made for the casting have 

been kept by the school and continue to be 

used in school’s extra-curricular offer.  This 

project served as inspiration for the school 

to continue to explore their school heritage 

creatively, with their pupils at the centre of 

this research. 

Outputs 

1 planning meeting 

13 artist-led workshops

1 introductory CPD for staff 

1 trip to Urban Makers East

 

chandelier commission 
what happened?

Bow Arts worked with Haidée Drew to 

design and fabricate a permanent artwork 

for the stairwell space at Lansbury Lawrence 

Primary School, adding a contemporary 

artwork to the school’s historic works.

 

Following on from the design residency, 

Haidée then worked from the designs created 

by pupils to create a sculptural piece to enhance 

the quality of the environment of the school. 

The artwork is made of resin pieces and hung 

in a stairwell by a large window, where it 

can be viewed internally and externally. The 

work compliments the Peggy Angus works, 

and supports the school in developing their 

environment creatively and sympathetically.

‘Can a school which exhibits permanent 

works of art  promote wellbeing and encourage 

creative thinking and questioning? This is an 

area we are keen to build upon at Lansbury 

Lawrence.’ 

Kerri Sellens, Lansbury Lawrence Primary 

School 

 

39



40

40

40



41

‘When consolidating my 
thoughts, what came 

across was the importance 
of being true to an artist’s 
practice - it’s that pairing 
between artist and school 

and the project being 
aligned with their practice. 
Haidée’s practice is rooted 
in an interest in modernist 
architecture – this was a 

fantastic match’

Kirsty Lowry, former Education Projects Manager, Bow Arts 
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150 year 
commemoration 

St  Sav iour ’s  CE Prima r y School
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what happened?
Designer maker Sara Heywood was 

commissioned to make a permanent artwork 

for the school to celebrate their 150th 

anniversary.

The aim of the project was to create 

an interactive artwork for the school that 

referenced its history. The school had retained 

a wealth of objects and archival material from 

the original site on Northumbria Street. The 

old building, which was destroyed by Nazi 

bombs in the Blitz, was designed in the typical 

Victorian Gothic style. 

Sara used this content and collected stories 

from the school and local community to 

inform the final design. Using found items 

and furniture, she replicated the aesthetic of a 

Victorian classroom in homage to pupils and 

staff from days past.

The artwork now sits proudly in the corridor, 

allowing for hands-on exploration of artefacts 

from the history of the school. It is also used 

for a range of activities – as a space for the 

pupils to write stories, poems or prayers and 

to share their thoughts and memories of the 

school.

 
Who took part? 

Sara took on the role of design consultant 

and met with a wide range of members of the 
school and local community to ensure that 

the artwork was as representative as possible.

Sara also asked for the input of pupils and 

staff to ensure that she was creating something 

productive for the learning environment, 

testing out concepts and materials on small 

steering groups of pupils from across the 

school.

Outcomes

Sara designed and produced a bespoke 

installation inspired by a Victorian school, 

including displays of artefacts from the history 

of the school. 

outputs 

1 planning and consultation meeting 

5 artist studio days for design and fabrication 

1 teacher CPD 

‘The best art display I’ve seen in a school in 

25 years of teaching.’

Classteacher feedback

Key Impact and Learning 

The aim of this project was to develop 

an artwork that celebrated the legacy of the 

school and opened up children’s eyes to how 

a professional artist might use everyday items 

to create something vibrant and exciting. 
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Whilst the work took the form of an 
artist-led commission, the challenge was 

for Sara to immerse herself in both learning 

environments, past and present. To achieve 

this, Sara worked visibly within the school 

on each stage of the project – sorting content 

adjacent to the proposed artwork site – and 

using pupils and staff as a sound board for 

ideas in anecdotal conversations across the 

day. 

Both pupils and staff witnessed the 

development of the artwork – from the 

project’s infancy to its installation and 

unveiling. This wholesale understanding of 

the stages involved on a commission has led 
to a real tangible sense of ownership felt by 

the pupils. In its own way, it has secured its 

own legacy in the history of the school.

‘The interactive display brings the school’s 

rich history to life for our pupils and visitors 

alike and provides many valuable learning 

experiences.’

Andrew Rowland, Art Coordinator, 

St Saviour’s  CE Primary School 
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‘The entire school 
seemed to be 

really enthused and 
excited about the 

project and learned a 
great deal about the 
history of their own 

school and how an 
artist might work with 

the artefacts to create 
a permanent 

installation for the 
school.’

Sara  Heywood,  Lead Ar t i s t
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learning journeys
in maths

Stebon Prima r y School
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What happened? 
Learning Journeys in Maths saw artist and 

illustrator Mark Oliver plan and design an 

immersive mural for the school. The aim of 

the project was to create an artwork with a 

lasting legacy; one which visually represented 

the school’s unique approach to teaching 

maths – and providing a soft stimulus for 

pupils to continue their maths learning as 

they navigate the school building.

Mark began by observing each year group 

in their maths lessons. He produced a series 

of ‘live illustrations’ to capture the practical, 

play-based learning that takes place in the 

classroom each day. These illustrations would 

provide the narrative for the mural’s final 

design – telling the story of a pupil’s academic 

journey through school. 

Mark then worked with pupils to create 

their own visual representations. He led cut 

paper illustration workshops to showcase how 

collage might be used to communicate themes 

in abstract terms. Each class were designated 

a number as a focus for the activities and were 

encouraged to find creative design solutions 

to represent the information and concepts 

behind the number. 

Mark then worked with a small steering 

group of pupils and staff to review the content 

and to make decisions about what to include 
in the final designs. They refined artworks 

from both the observation and workshop 

sessions for use across ten distinct panels. 

‘It looks fab! We are really thrilled with the 

outcomes.’

Jeremy Iver, Head Teacher, Stebon Primary 

School

Who took part? 

To ensure that the artwork was as 

representative as possible, Mark worked across 

each key stage to get a sense of how children 

interpret maths investigations. Working 

with full classes from Years 2, 4 and 6, Mark 

encouraged pupils to generate artworks, 

which are included in the final designs.

outcomes

Mark designed a maths-focused mural 

artwork for the school. Ten panels make up 

the mural that are displayed across a branching 

number line, which travels the length of the 

main stairway in the school.

Outputs 

1 planning meeting

6 artist-led workshops in-school

1 permanent mural artworl
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key Impact and Learning 
The main challenge with Learning Journeys 

in Maths was bringing together pedagogy in 

maths and illustration in a coherent whole for 

the pupils. The starting point for the project 

was always to have a number line from 

0-1000 – but the decisions around how (and 

where) to populate it with artworks relied on 

a number of in-school experts.

The decision was made to focus on 

numbers that had both demonstrable visual 

inspirations and maths concepts behind them. 

For example, the number two evokes imagery 

such as reflections, bicycles and butterflies, as 

well as concepts such as pairs, doubling and 

binary trees. Mark then introduced collage to 

encourage the children to playfully explore 

these ideas. We found that this method of 

creating artworks in an open-ended free-form 

process was in keeping with the philosophy of 

how learning takes place at Stebon.

Prior to the design process, Mark worked 

with a select group to ensure that the final 

designs were as representative as possible 

of the project learning and discoveries. 

Working with a mixed group of pupils 

and staff ensured that there was a level of 

ownership behind the artwork school-wide.  

 

 

These pupils and staff continue to act as 
ambassadors for the work to this day. The 

mural is also bookended by two blackboards 

providing spaces for open-ended maths 

enquiry. 
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digital animation
Wel l ing ton Pr ima r y School
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what happened?

The starting point for Digital Makers 

was the desire to introduce children to 

contemporary artistic practice and new media. 

Multimedia artist Jojo Hynes was given the 

brief to creatively interpret curriculum topics 

through a range of digital media including 

stop motion animation and sound recording 

software. Jojo worked with two Year 5 classes 

and  staff to ensure that this approach would 

continue to be used independently post-

project. 

‘I found Keezy really easy! I liked that I was 

in charge of making the soundtrack for our 

animations!’

Pupil feedback

 Jojo introduced stop motion, animation 

and sound recording, and challenged pupils 

to create work in response to their class topics 

of Egyptians and the Water Cycle. The group 

was given time to gain familiarity with the 

associated equipment and processes, keeping 

a record of their progress and creating ‘How 

To’ guides as a tool to share their learning 

across the school.

Using these principles, pupils created 

small-scale sets using card, clay and paper. 

They then worked collaboratively to develop 

storyboards to provide a narrative to their 

topics. The completed animations represent 

the ideas and discoveries across the project, 

with pupils responsible for their concept and 

design. 

Who took part? 

The school was keen to place pupils at the 

centre of their learning of new digital media. 

Two Year 5 classes were chosen to take part in 

the project, building digital skills using a range 

of apps and then sharing their knowledge and 

understanding school-wide. 

outcomes 

Jojo worked with pupils to design, make and 

produce two digital animations to represent 

their termly topics of the Egyptians and the 

Water Cycle. The completed animations were 

displayed in the school reception. 

Outputs 

6 artist-led workshops

2 artist studio days for editing and 

animation production

1 ‘How To’ video produced

2 digital animations produced 
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Key Impact and Learning 
Pupils gained practical skills in 

experimenting with animation, stop motion 

and sound recording. These processes were 

initiated by Jojo, who worked with the 

school’s IT lead to prepare the tools and 

equipment for the sessions, as well as staff, 

to ensure that applications were understood 

and that the confidence was there to embed 

them across the curriculum. 

‘Students were very interested 

in improving their work and were 

proud to show it to the whole school.  

 

 

Their teamwork skills also increased which 
could be evidenced in their soundtracks and 

voice overs.’

Jojo Hynes, Lead Artist 
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‘ i  have learnt how to 
make a set with clay for 

stop motion animation 
and when you do 

animation you have to 
do it 12 frames per 

second’
Pupi l ,  Wel l ington Pr imary School
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on collaboration
Ben Jones, Creative Arts Lead Mayf lower Primary School

I was at a meeting with other art teachers 

from across London a few years ago and came 

across the idea of arts / cultural ambassadors 

– a group of pupils from across the school 

that work to raise the profile of the arts. I 

thought about how I could introduce this 

back at Mayflower and the following year 

began with the first cohort. One of our 

initial projects was to work with Bow Arts to 

improve a neglected area of the playground. 

We visited other parts of London for 

inspiration, collected ideas from children 

across the school and worked with an artist 

to plan and present ideas to the Headteacher 

and a company who would design and make 

the final installation. 

The project was successful because pupils 

took a leadership role and controlled the 

direction and outcomes. Whilst the project 

was in progress, art leads from each of the 

Poplar Partnership schools met to discuss and 

share ideas. As a result of this, other schools 

began to introduce arts ambassadors and we 

began to discuss how the different groups 

work and have an impact in each setting. We 

are now exploring the possibilities of working 

together on joint projects.

This is an example of the power of 

collaboration between other teachers, 

schools and organisations. It is unlikely I 

would have come up with the idea of cultural 

ambassadors myself, but through the sharing 

of ideas something bigger and more powerful 

happened.

Schools can often exist in bubbles, 

struggling to implement new policies and 

initiatives that are dictated from above 

at a local and national level. Although 

it is doubtful that this will ever change 

dramatically, I believe that when schools 

collaborate, innovative and creative ways of 

working can emerge. There is also something 

powerful about teachers – the people who are 

in the classroom working with children every 

day – developing new projects and initiatives 

which are then shared and fed back up the 

system to Head Teachers and beyond. 

So why involve outside organisations 

and individuals? My experience has always 

been that they can provide new perspectives 

and ideas that would never have been 

contemplated within the school. Working 

with artists who instinctively problem solve, 
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make new connections and work creatively 

can be invaluable when beginning to devise 

new projects. 

When I think back to times when I tried 

doing something new, changed my approach 

or raised my ambitions for a project, it was 

usually as a result of a conversation with a 

colleague, whether they were a teacher, artist 

or other professional. Collaborating with 

other teachers at like-minded schools has 

certainly pushed me to do things I would not 

have contemplated in isolation.
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I’ve never wanted the art room to 
be an island. Fostering synergy between 
art room and classroom and creating a 
dynamic environment intrinsic to wider 
school life have been my main aims.

  
Last year, two Year 4 boys insisted 

that they must make a ship out of 
flotsam they’d found under an art room 
cupboard. Both boys often find core 
subject learning challenging but shone as 
chief design engineers to an ever-growing 
team keen to spend lunch times helping 
to realise this child-led initiative. The 
finished structure, a highly imaginative 
catamaran designed to operate over land 
and sea, was celebrated in a whole school 
assembly. The boys have since become 
Cultural Ambassadors for the school and 
whisperings suggest the next grand idea 
is hatching. 

Frequently messy, often noisy, 
sometimes chaotic, the art room resembled  
a working studio. ‘Departments’ formed 
naturally as children worked to express 
a particular interest or skill. Active 
communication occurred between those 

departments as ideas were explored or 
discarded, reworked and refined. Within 
a fast-changing environment, facilitating 
the children’s ideas and the unexpected 
avenues that opened up required an 
approach that involved both standing 
back and in-the-moment, hands-on 
participation. 

As well as encapsulating what 
a dynamic art room looks like, the 
experience had echoes of one I’d had as 
an Artist Educator with Bow Arts. In 
each case, the projects depended on the 
children tapping into a broad range of 
previous experiences that had provided 
access to a rich variety of materials, tools 
and processes. Both centred on design 
through making and child autonomy. 
Similarly, in a wonderfully led after-
school Art Club, it is fascinating to 
witness children develop their ideas 
and interests still further: utilising and 
adapting experiences they’ve had through 
Art/Design and Technology lessons and 
making them their own. 

 

THE ART ROOM 
Atlanta Duffy, Art, Design and Technology Lead, 
Stebon Primary  School
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Over four years, well-resourced art 
room projects have been developed to 

complement thematic classroom learning 

and build on skills, knowledge and 

understanding. The best come close to 

that described above and are strengthened 

through collaboration with teaching 

colleagues. 

If rich enough, and given time and 

space to breathe, such projects develop their 

own momentum towards innovation and a 

tangible sense of ownership for the children. 

Time and space also factor in developing 

dynamic working relationships with visiting 

experts. Be they outside practitioners or 

parents and carers, the skills, experience and 

different approaches they bring energise the 

teaching and learning environment.
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valuing creative learning
Kerri Sellens, Art Specialist and Curriculum Lead, Lansbury 
Lawrence Primary School

our links, connections and relationships 

with creative and cultural organisations has 

been a key focus of our curriculum, both to 

nurture creative learning opportunities and 

also engage our whole community. We are 

proud of our commitment to the arts, the 

experiences we provide for our children and 

families, and of our status as an Artsmark 

Gold school.

Our relationship with Bow Arts has been 

an integral part of our creative vision over 

the past five years, and has enabled us to 

plan several ambitious learning experiences 

for our children. Developing a long-term 

relationship with a cultural organisation 

allows each stakeholder to become familiar 

with each other and the project outcomes 

become increasingly fine-tuned and focussed. 

Each year is the next stage of the journey, and 

it is always exciting.

We have used our school building and 

grounds as a starting point for several of 

our creative projects. It is brilliant to watch 

artists and designers respond to Lansbury 

Lawrence, inspiring our children and 

With the creative industries being one 

of the fastest growing sectors of the UK 

economy, having young children regularly 

working with creative professionals and 

organisations is essential to help inspire and 

develop an understanding of the arts being 

the foundation of many different career 

paths. Arts Council England’s recent Equality, 

Diversity and the Creative Case report shows 

under-representation of people from black 

and ethnic minority backgrounds currently 

working within arts organisations. Over 92% 

of our children at Lansbury Lawrence are 

from ethnic minority backgrounds, and for all 

of our children we actively seek opportunities 

to engage them creatively and encourage 

ambition.

Our school is in the Lansbury ward 

of Poplar, Tower Hamlets. Within Tower 

Hamlets, the highest percentage of working 

age people who are employment deprived is 

within the Lansbury ward (Deprivation in 

Tower Hamlets. Analysis of the 2015 Indices 

of Deprivation data, Tower Hamlets Council, 

Corporate Strategy and Equality Service 

| Corporate Research Unit.)  Developing 
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teachers to look at their surroundings in a 
new way. Re-interpreting our surroundings 

into different forms develops abstract thought 

and encourages individual expression, while 

working with our school building is purposeful 

and relevant to our children, fostering a sense 

of ownership and belonging. Our school is 

culturally important, having been built as 

part of the Lansbury Estate for the Festival of 

Britain Live Architecture Exhibition in 1951, 

and it is important that we teach our children 

about this history through our curriculum.

At Lansbury Lawrence, 87% of our children 

have English as an Additional Language. 

Access to creative learning experiences, with 

opportunities to make, helps to develop our 

children’s communication skills and visual 

literacy. Our children have experienced 

cross-curricular hands-on learning, 

developing cooperation, collaboration and 

communication. As we have progressed with 

more ambitious creative learning experiences 

our children’s subject specific vocabulary has 

grown.

Our most recent Bow Arts project is being 

led by our pupil Arts Council, who, through 

working with professional designers have 

collaborated to produce a creative resource, 

inspired by our environment, which our 

Early Years children will be able to use for 

years to come. The cross-phase Arts Council 
investigated what the Early Years children 

needed, what they are curious about, and 

what would help them to learn creatively. 

Through these projects, we are engaging 

our children through purpose; developing 

imagination, self-esteem and confidence. 

Improving fine motor and critical thinking 

skills, and helping to prepare our children 

for whatever they choose to do in their future 

lives. Collaborating and creating networks 

with cultural organisations is a crucial part of 

this vision.
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I have been a teacher for a while now but 

aside from classifying myself as a teacher I also 

classify myself as a creative person. That is not to 

say I visit galleries all the time – I don’t, nor that 

I have an art degree – I don’t. But I do enjoy the 

little items I make on my sewing machine or at 

ceramics class every Thursday, mainly because 

I cherish the time I have to myself when I am 

making and, furthermore, I can actually say that 

I am proud of myself for the creations I produce.  

When I went into teaching I relished the idea 

that I could embark upon inspiring children 

to be creative in order to gain the therapy and 

fulfilment of happiness that comes after having 

created something. However, I spend far more 

time teaching children to chant sight words 

or blend and segment phonemes, rather than 

enjoying the process of experimentation and 

creation at the art table. I am not disregarding 

the importance of teaching a child to read, but 

more the time and processes by which we go 

about teaching the skills of reading. Yes, children 

need skills to blend and segment to physically 

read words on a page but they also need the 

experiences, discussions and experiments that 

come through creative processes to equip them 

with the ability to interpret, comprehend and 

understand written texts. 

That is why bringing artists into school is 

so valuable. For those periods, creativity is at 

the forefront of a crowded curriculum. For 

that slither of time the children get to immerse 

themselves into something that they will not 

be tested on, not be judged by and not fail at. 

They will be involved in an open-ended process 

that will encourage them to draw upon ideas, 

thoughts and skills they have begun to build 

up in their own lives, and from which they can 

apply to other learning.

It is not just the refocusing on creativity 

that is valuable when artists work in schools, 

but also the transfer of power from myself as 

class teacher onto the artist that allows me to 

become a student again. I get to learn alongside 

my children! The children enjoy seeing me in 

this way, more relaxed, happy and free from the, 

sometimes laborious, leadership that comes 

with my job. I’m not saying I dislike my job in 

any way, in fact quite the opposite, but I’m sure 

I am not the only teacher who doesn’t relish in 

a little time to be a learner too. 

Artists in Schools
Laura Coates, Art Coordinator, 
Woolmore Primary School
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In addition, the artist is able to deliver the 

creative sessions in a much more authentic 

way than if I was to lead it. It is so important 

for children to engage with a variety of adults, 

from artists to scientists and everyone in 

between in order to expand their horizons and 

inspire them. I alone as their class teacher am 

not enough to do this. The day the artist comes 

into the classroom may be a turning point in a 

child’s life in which they are inspired to apply 

their new creative, open-minded thinking in 

order to tackle exciting challenges, which in 

turn will open up new opportunities in their 

life, whatever they may be. I think that is pretty 

remarkable!
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This conversation between Caroline De Souza (Art Coordinator) and Atlanta Duffy 

(Art Teacher and former Bow Arts Educator) focuses on the alignment of Bow Arts 

projects with the learning pedagogy at Stebon Primary School. The conversation 

explores themes of teacher as facilitator, collaboration, process-led and experiential 

learning processes. The interview was conducted by Lucy Wheeler, Education Project 

Manager, Bow Arts. 

LW: If you were to choose three words to describe your art programme at Stebon, what 

might they be? 

AD: Exciting

CDS: Collaborative

AD: Discovering stuff

LW: Why those three things? 

AD: There’s a balance to be struck, between teaching a set of skills and letting the children 

explore and take it further. A balance between teaching a set of skills whilst allowing 

children to make their own discoveries.

CDS: We have a creative curriculum – Art, Music, Drama are incorporated in our English, 

Maths. This initiates possibility thinking – anything can happen. When children are able 

to explore and run with something, and they then feel really empowered, collaboration 

happens. These are magical moments, where the children take over from the teacher, who 

facilitates. That’s when it becomes really exciting. 

Experiential Learning  
and Letting go
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LW: Can we pause on the word ‘facilitator’ – how would you describe your approach to 

facilitation? 

CDS: If you have got amazing relationships with your pupils, you set really high 

expectations and you give them a set of tools. These elements come together and the 

children lead the learning. We have that mind-set at Stebon. Teachers encourage a growth 

mind-set where you can make mistakes and try again. You work with your peers, but also 

with your team of adults – that atmosphere enables creativity to happen. 

AD: Listening to Caroline made me think of this in action. Year 5 are in the middle of 

making their pots inspired by Ancient Greek vases. The process is building up the skills 

needed over a three-week period. They then cross a threshold – they are going into the 

realm of experts. This is a really marvellous way of working, where I can move on from 

teaching certain skills and facilitate their ideas. They have built up skills in order to then 

make creative decisions. It’s a sophisticated set of skills that have been built up. 

LW: I am interested in the bit before you get to that ‘expert’ realm. I often see there not 

being enough time given over to allowing time for skills development.

AD: Skills take time – for us all. You need time to build them up and then apply them 

properly.

CDS: The children can then teach each other. We have found that that is far more powerful. 

AD: Not only that, but they seem to better understand! I can say it until I’m blue in the 

face but the child will somehow say it and strangely they all understand. 

CDS: There’s this catalyst of constantly thinking, doing, making, trialling, error – try again, 

which is applicable to all subjects. They are life skills. Pupils become more confident, more 

articulate. They are using their brains and their hands – making with their hands.
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AD: Yes – our art projects are long-term. Starting at research and ideas – drawing ideas – to 

starting to make, build up those skills, to innovate. I can build up those skills to then make 

decisions.  And just look at those pots, they are all different shapes and sizes – all completely 

different. They have made decisions and there are reasons behind that decision-making. 

LW: There seems to be confidence to allow mistakes? 

CDS: We encourage that. There isn’t always this final, perfect product. You find your 

direction, that’s what we aim to give children the confidence to do.

LW: And this synergy of being across the curriculum seems powerful, i.e. this doesn’t just 

happen in the art-room?

CDS: Children help to create their own spaces.That integration – like Music and Drama in 

an English lesson, Art in Maths – those skills are constantly moving around – it’s just what 
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they do.

LW: Can I ask a bit more about the learning environments you provide? We are in this 

amazing art room – a dedicated room for making. What difference does this space make? 

AD: I think the most important thing is its adaptability. We can clear the space and 

have no tables and chairs and work on the floor. I have everything I need – all materials 

– around me. In the middle of the lesson I can change tact and I can just get stuff out – 

making the process very, very fluid. If you didn’t have this, you would be stuck with what 

you had planned – but your plans change. 

CDS: The children also know where everything is – they are free to take things when 

they need it. It adds to an atmosphere of creativity and learning. 

 

AD: You need space to make stuff! You need physical space. Like all studios, it needs to 

be adaptable. 

LW: I want to ask about the consortia. It’s in its fifth year – why do Stebon continue to 

want to be part of the programme? 

 

AD: For me its communicating and collaborating with my peers across the consortia. 

Otherwise I spend too much time in my own head. My own head is pretty good, 

but sometimes I need to get out of it! Being a member of the consortium allows the 

opportunity to exchange

CDS: To share ideas – 

AD: Yes – I’ve helped Kerri [Lansbury Lawrence], Kerri has helped me – that is 

marvellous. Communication, support, getting out of one’s own head – in other words 

getting new ideas. 
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CDS: I like the way Bow Arts bring us all together. We can be so busy and lost in what we 
are doing. I find that schools are like mini islands – we get so involved in what we are doing 

that we don’t branch out. Having those meetings where we sit for an afternoon and share 

ideas, experiences and things that schools are working on, such as the Arts Mark. A year 

ago, I was really nervous about embarking on [Arts Mark], it seemed so daunting – but we 

did it through Bow Arts. Without that support, I wouldn’t have had the confidence to get 

going with it. We now have this direction of where we want to take art and what the next 

steps are. 

 
AD: I would like to add and emphasise that Bow Arts has been a catalyst to up the amount 

of experts in-school and getting the children out to visit studio spaces. Bow Arts is a great 

resource for that. 

LW: For me this is one of the most valuable things we can provide as an organisation – 

being able to bring children and young people into an artists’ studio environment and just 

seeing somebody working through something –

 

CDS: and what artists actually do – 

AD: This is really important. I talk to the children all the time about this – whether its 

‘right mathematicians’ or ‘right scientists’ or ‘right artists or engineers’ – I approach this 

room as a working studio, because, I suppose that’s the background I come from. 

LW: Can you unpack that, Atlanta – approaching this room as a studio? 

AD: It’s finding stuff out. You trial, you test. Stuff goes wrong and you discover more stuff. 

Sometimes you work quietly on your own, sometimes you work with someone else. When 

you were asking ‘what’s special about the art room’ – it’s that.

 

LW: There’s a similarity to a studio practice, for sure  

AD: Studios are sometimes a bit messy – and that’s ok
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CDS: Children often think that everything has to be neat and perfect – and art 
needs to be this final outcome. But actually all the messiness is the process you need 
– this can often be more exciting than the finished piece. 

LW: What do you then think artists can bring to school settings? 

CDS: Their real life experiences. Children get to work with people they don’t 
usually interact with every day. This is a tight community that may not venture far 
outside of Poplar, so exposing children to difference. Every year we are doing more 
ambitious projects. Last year we started the cultural ambassadors programme. We 
used P4C [Philosophy for Children], and had a number of different artists coming 
in – a whole fusion of different experiences. This year we are building on that and 
doing an even more ambitious project. Pupils will work with artists and musicians 
to create a live event at a local venue.

LW: This exploratory model seems unique to Stebon – and the way you are 
choosing to utilise artist skills. It’s experimental, you don’t know where you are 
going to get to in the end 

CDS: It’s risk-taking. I pitched our latest project to our Head – I said you won’t see 
this final outcome as a piece of work that you can display – but it’s an experience 
for the children – that’s the outcome that you will then see. I said – are you ok with 
that?! And he said yeah – that is our next step. 

AD: It is a step beyond creating a certain ‘thing’ for the school, which we have done 
in the past. This is much more experiential. 

CDS: The way artists lead sessions is exciting for the children. A couple of years 
ago at Bygrove [another consortium school] we did a storytelling project where 
we then produced a piece of animation. The artist came in, cleared away the tables 
and so the children just worked on the floor. The children hadn’t had an experience 
like this before, and they were all hooked; there was no behaviour issues because 
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they were so engrossed in what they were doing. Bow Arts said ‘throw away the tables and 

chairs’ – and the children were so into it – the outcomes are fantastic and experimental. It’s 

something about creativity and chaos and that freedom given. Bow Artists give you that. 

It’s out of the mould of the school environment. Its letting go. You see some children come 

out of their boxes – and it’s these moments – say a conversation with this child and the 

artist where you just step back and listen – that’s brilliant. 

AD: I’ve heard more children this year say ‘I feel like a real artist’. It’s made me fly. 

LW: You mentioned stepping back, letting go – and not knowing where a project goes – 

that’s something that might make some people uncomfortable? 

CDS: It can, and it might be that you feel restrained by the curriculum. But there are 

pockets of time where you can let go. By giving children these moments, it builds trust, 

collaboration, thrill, excitement. The knock-on impact of this then trickles into the 

everyday running of your classroom and then again this builds a relationship between adult 

and children and children and children. And it’s also good to say to the children ‘I’m not 

sure where this might go’ and suddenly they relax – you are admitting you are vulnerable 

and not necessary the expert. 

LW: It’s a leveller-

CDS: As a teacher you need to trust yourself and your judgement and also trust your class. 

They then see you not as a figure who knows everything, but that you are trying your best.
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Being curious and breaking 
convention

Siodhna O’Dowd (Art Coordinator – Wellington Primary School) talks with 

Aidan Adams and Lucy Wheeler (Bow Arts Education Project Managers) about the 

importance of process, cultivating curiosity and involving the wider school community 

in arts initiatives. 

LW: What do you feel the consortium has brought to Wellington?

SO: The nature of working in schools is that it’s usually structure, routine – it’s quite 

frustrating because art in school ends up being more design as everything has to have a 

finished outcome – but you want children to explore their own creativity and that’s what 

Bow Arts does in this school. Children work as artists rather than just replicating another 

artist’s work.

AA: Maybe having artists working in those ways, taking different angles with the 

curriculum frees us up to work a bit more expansively. Last year with Jojo I thought 

that was a particular stand-out project [see Wellington case study], we were interpreting 

topics but doing it using digital processes and techniques. It was almost team-taught, that 

relationship was really deep in terms of spreading that knowledge and I think that was 

reflected in the exhibition.

LW: How was Jojo able to work alongside the teachers, how did that collaboration take 

place?

SO: It really leant itself well to group work – it was a collaborative project, not just in how 

the children worked but how the adults worked too. It’s so valuable for the children to see 

teachers learning alongside them because they are usually looking to you as the expert but 

through life we are continually expanding and learning ourselves, so for them to see that 

and to realise that most of the jobs we are preparing them for don’t even exist yet. 
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LW: And the pupils involved – they were then teaching others?

SO: They created a ‘how to’ video which I then used when I delivered a training workshop 

to all of the staff, which was brilliant because we basically condensed what we did over eight 

days into a two-hour session with the children teaching us. They were really proud to be 

teaching their teachers, we showed it to governors and they were really impressed. It was 

really nice for them to feel important. 

LW: In your role as Art Coordinator and the experience you’ve had being part of the Poplar 

Consortium what do you feel you have taken from it personally or professionally?

SO: Personally I have found it really exciting and really inspiring because it has been my 

first leadership role. It’s been nice having other creatives and arts leads to talk to about 

how we do different things and having that support, especially in terms of Artsmark and 

bouncing ideas off each other in projects. We’re all looking at ideas of play recently and you 

can see how the projects have evolved over the years, you figure out what works and 
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what doesn’t.

LW: Did you know the other coordinators before the project?

SO: No, it’s been valuable in terms of networking and it’s great because I have been in 

contact by email about arts related things over the last few years. The fact that Bow Arts 

facilitates those coordinator meetings and it’s not just sitting down and looking at skills, 

we can actually meet each other as human beings and talk about our own interests and 

strengths which is not always possible. When you have meetings in school it’s always 

thinking about a certain outcome rather than embracing what you already have and how 

you can share and collaborate. 

AA: I think just booking your time out is making a statement that your time is needed 

for this. I think there’s a bit of a recognition, you are the ones responsible for all of the 

achievements of the consortium, it’s just about reminding Headteachers and senior leaders 

that we need that time with you.

SO: I think personally I’m a lot more confident because of the consortium, having that 

supportive network and an opportunity to use my strengths, work in different ways, work 

with different artists – I’m learning so much as well so it’s really valuable.

LW: So continuing from that and thinking about ambition, how do you feel that confidence 

comes across because you talked about doing a very ambitious project last year. So when 

you’re thinking about what you could do for your next project, how has that thought 

process changed since you’ve been in the role?

SO: I think it’s knowing that you can have this amazing process in mind instead of just 

thinking about the outcome. Actually just being open to change, not quite as fixed on the 

outcomes. Having a focus on process, trusting in that and valuing that more than outcome 

just changed that mind-set. 

AA: They’re not mutually exclusive, I think is what we’ve found in working together, it’s 
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not either process or outcome, it’s somewhere on the spectrum. Even if we have quite a 

clear end point in sight it’s about us trying to invest our time in the journey to that point, 

building in creative ways to achieve that as well.

LW: For you what stands out about being involved in a programme like the consortium for 

five years?

SO: What really stands out is the confidence of the children. I’ve been in the school 

seven years now and you can really see how skilled they are. Initially it was all focussed 

on drawing skills but now they’re doing bespoke projects that teachers wouldn’t have the 

time to do and there is that time there every week, it’s not just at the end of term. The 

children get really excited about it and it trickles down into other subjects and other ways 

of thinking.

LW: I guess it’s challenging in the current climate with the arts curricular to negotiate this 

time and ensure that’s still possible? 

SO: It is about making those links and teaching cross-curriculum and having the 

confidence to say this is important and they need to try. We’re big into growth mind-set in 

this school which is really good, getting them to embrace making mistakes, experimenting, 

learning what doesn’t work and why, helping them to formulate opinions about why one 

material is better than another – there’s so much value in that. 

LW: I just wondered about the fact that we have the celebration event, something that 

brings everybody together and we get to see the children on the day but we don’t necessarily 

hear all of the conversations back in school or hear what the parents say. I wonder what 

impact the professionalising of children’s artwork has?

SO: It’s always positive, the children are always really excited. I think especially with the 

parents we work with, a lot of them won’t have ever been to a gallery or an exhibition so 

they can really see the value in it. I think as well because it’s a select few children and they’re 

getting the chance to collaborate with their peers from other schools it’s really valuable. 
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And there are always lots of parents of the children really keen to come – the parents were 

really getting involved and saying ‘wow I wish we had the opportunity to do this when we 

were children.’ One of the parents was really sad that they had to move on to the next art 

activity, she just wanted to finish her artwork! I think it’s really valuable for them to work 

with their children and perhaps take some of that home. I think personally getting the 

parents involved in the making so they can understand why the children are so excited and 

they can get excited with them, go through that together, I think it’s a good way in.
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Bow Arts Education Project Manager Lucy Wheeler talks to Ben Jones (Creative Arts 

Lead, Mayflower Primary School) and Kerri Sellens (Art Specialist and Curriculum 

Lead, Lansbury Lawrence Primary School) about testing, being ambitious and grass-

roots ambition in the classroom and beyond. Both Ben and Kerri are part of the A 

New Direction Advocates Programme. 

LW: You met in a Bow Arts meeting – do you think it’s the shared meetings and 

opportunities carved out for teachers to work collaboratively that keeps your respective 

schools signing up for the consortia? 

KS: It’s a bonus, we have a really good network here. But for us [at Lansbury] its more 

because of the outcomes of projects. Bow Arts is very well organised, very well resourced, 

very well connected with artists you work with – you bring something we can’t do 

ourselves, that’s why we carry on. 

BJ: I think it’s also the opportunity for children to exhibit work outside of school which is 

important – to share with those outside of the school. 

KS: Yes, and that it’s local. Having the schools come together – there are always cousins, 

neighbours – they all know each other from across the community, which we [the Poplar 

schools ] haven’t done independently. 

BJ: For me, the meetings spark ideas. When we have that chance to share our projects, 

what we are thinking about doing – it always sparks ideas. Like the project that we did last 

year was from what Kerri had done before – casting with an enterprise element – I wanted 

to use some of those ideas and build on them. 

KS: And hearing that you have established an ambassadors programme – and this year we 

Advocating for creativity 
from the ground up
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are initiating our school Arts Council  

BJ: There’s a lot of cross-over. The same with Artsmark, too. Many of the [consortia] schools 

are in the process of being or applying to be an Artsmark school and we all share the process 

and resources. 

LW: Have you had to push for art to have sufficient time within the curriculum? 

KS: No – we’re lucky here. The leadership here are really behind art. 

BJ: I guess I am always thinking about the wider curriculum and further opportunities we 

can bring – such as visiting exhibitions, performing, to share. Over the last five years that’s 

something I have realised. Children should be doing art in school, but also doing projects 

that are extra curricular. 

LW: How do the bespoke projects sit alongside your curriculum planning – are they aligned, 

or separate? 

KS: It depends on the project. This year’s project will develop our Arts Council as leaders. 

It’s not, then, particularly curriculum driven, but, you could say it’s Design Technology. Last 

year’s guide was curriculum linked. Screen-printing for Year 6 is something I wanted to offer, 

but wouldn’t have been possible in classes of 30. It was a good opportunity then for the artist 

to work with small groups – I think strategically and creatively of how I can fulfil what I 

would like to see that year group to develop – what skills could an artist bring? 

BJ: Last year’s project [see casting case study] was about our Artsmark case study and how 

I wanted to develop leadership and pupil voice – so it was about raising the profile and 

children having a voice in the art that happens at school. 

LW: Is coming up with a starting point for the project the most exciting bit? 

KS: Yes, because I know with Bow Arts that I can be ambitious. I know we’ll meet and it will 
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be fulfilled. We can find a solution. So, it is exciting and I don’t hold back.

LW: Do you think you have become more ambitious, or always had high expectations of 

what could be possible? 

KS: Yes – but I think that Bow Arts develops really good relationships with schools, so I 

feel that I can be more ambitious with you. That relationship is really strong. So maybe 

year on year it does make me more confident. 

LW: It’s motivating for us as Project Managers to get to know the context of the schools 

we are working in. You better understand how you might approach a project based on the 

setting.

KS: We work with lots of external agencies and we would love to develop relationships 

with them further, but often we can’t. With Bow Arts its quite consistent, it does feels like 

a relationship. 

BJ: I guess for you and Aidan, you know how far you can go with certain schools. I would 

feel like I would appreciate you being able to come and say, ‘I have had this great idea 

based on that conversation we had – how about we go out there and try this’. I feel like 

that conversation works really well. I have definitely been more ambitious. I think about 

the first project in the consortium, which was creating a Chinese dragon, which was 

linked to our curriculum. Really it was simple – but then it builds and builds – like last 

year with pupil voice and then this year planning for teachers. They are very different to 

‘let’s have something nice in the school to showcase what we are doing’.

LW: What have artists brought to your school settings?

KS: They are professionals to inspire the children. It’s always lovely to hear about their 

days – and I am often jealous! Haidée Drew sticks in my mind. She was really inspiring to 

work around – her professionalism, her finish and expectations of the children was really 

inspiring. The skills and passions they have, such as Joe Lyward bringing in his and other 
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illustrators’ work, is inspiring to the children. 

BJ: There is something about being an artist and having that creative mind and being 

able to think in a very open way about stuff that doesn’t necessarily happen in schools. 

That’s been some of the focus of our project this year: how can we get teachers to open 

up their outlook and not think about outcomes. So much of school is about what we 

want the children to produce and how do we get them to that point. Artists can offer 

an alternative, rooted around process and being comfortable in not knowing. Allowing 

time to explore and refine. For our project this year we are predominantly doing CPD 

and that’s the thing about having the artists there for me: if it was me running it, I 

would still feel like I had that school mind-set that is can be quite closed at times. Artists 

can really open ideas out. 

LW: The way that the art curriculum is set out for primary, do you think this can be 

quite daunting for teachers who don’t have a background in art? 

BJ/KS – Yes. 

LW: Whenever I read the curriculum, especially in primary, there are some statements, 

like ‘mastery in drawing’ or something – it’s very daunting language. 

KS: Yes, and it’s quite subjective 

LW: There is an element of control that can take place because of this – i.e.  we will all 

copy a Picasso, for example – with every work looking the same. How can you go back a 

couple of steps here? 

BJ: I think it’s about process. I think also, a lot of things happening in schools now are 

about teachers taking a step back and allowing the children to take it where they want 

to take it. That’s what P4C (Philosophy for Children) does. I think its saying – you are 

already doing this when you are facilitating a discussion. You are letting the children 

lead things and take it where they want it to go – and that’s what you can do in art. 
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LW: I think it’s more daunting when it’s something visual. 

KS: But I think some people say ‘I can’t do maths’ and some people say ‘I can’t do art’ – it’s 

one of those fears. Teachers are only taught art for around two hours on their PGCE –  it’s 

not a long time. If it’s not a passion, a hobby or interest or something that’s particularly 

in their world then it is daunting and scary. Then you go on TES and find a lesson plan. 

Which will be Van Gogh sunflowers. 

LW: I get very frustrated when I only see white, European male artists being studied on the 

curriculum!

BJ: Yes! I must say there is a big effort at our school to make sure there are women artists 

being studied and it’s not just dead artists. 

KS: Ours the same. 

LW: What has stood out for you over the five years? 

KS: Loads! I’ve loved all of it! I think the legacy. That a lot of the projects have been things 

that carry on. The guide is something we can use; we still use the casts Haidée left with us. 

LW: And with Lansbury Lawrence, what interested me when I first came is that Haidée was 

so interested in the heritage of the school. Was this something that kick-started how you 

explore your school environment creatively, or was this happening already? 

KS: A little bit, but the project really complimented it. She was the artist that really 

connected with it the most. It has inspired me since to look closely at my environment. 

Of course there’s the [Peggy Angus] tiles, but actually looking at the architectural features 

throughout the building inspired me. Now I lead all curriculum, so I changed one of the 

Year 5 learning themes to Festival of Britain, so that we can delve deeper into our building’s 

heritage.

81



BJ: For me, it’s also those longer relationships with artists – like Ania, we’ve kept 
in contact – I’ve invited her to work on other projects and keep those relationships 
continuing. And especially with all of the Bow Arts staff – it feels like a very reciprocal 
thing. I’ve delivered public sessions with Bow Arts, you’ve supported me with the 
contemporary arts resource I am in the process of developing. I really like the to-and-
fro relationship. It’s not just ‘we are going to come in and provide something for you.’

LW: It’s great when artists have revisited the schools they have worked in. I remember 
Haidée saying how nice it was to come back in to be interviewed for the guide project. 
Often as an artist you do a project but don’t get to come back in and see how these 
projects have settled. It’s reciprocal for the artists we work with, too. 

KS: And for the pupils they see artists then not just as someone whose passing by – 
there’s more of a connection.

LW: What have you taken away personally and professionally from the programme? 

BJ: It’s given me leadership opportunities – like leading that session in Margate, I think 
it’s helped grow my ambition for what I want art to be like at our school. 

LW: Can you unpack what you mean? 

BJ: Those conversations with Aidan when we are thinking about a project – I never 
work that well on my own, I always work better with people and like we said, the 
ambition always seems to grow through those conversations. 

KS: I think similar for me – you’ve helped to facilitate and support the wider arts 
network – I worked in Hackney before here, so when I joined this group the meetings 
were a great way to get to know everyone. Now I feel quite at home. 

BJ: I think it’s been easier, because we’ve been in the same roles for a long time, which 
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allows you to develop relationships, where staff changes can make this quite hard. I 

think what’s good about it is that all partners are teachers and that we are the people 

coming up with the ideas. Yes, we have to get sign-off. But it’s about teachers doing stuff 

together – and that is what makes the real difference. Rather than Bow Arts going to the 

Headteachers with an idea which get trickled down to teachers. It’s stronger because it’s 

from the ground up. 

LW: That can underestimate what is already happening within the school – it can be a bit 

‘make and take’. I feel more comfortable starting with those who will be teaching. You 

have both been going outside of your schools and giving public talks, panel discussions – is 

that something you saw yourself doing five years ago? 

BJ: No, I don’t think so. I guess I knew that I wanted to develop the arts as much as 

possible. I didn’t think it would be doing so much leadership stuff. 

LW: You’ve also been organising other ways of bringing teachers and educators together. 

Ben – with your contemporary arts resource and both of you through teach meets – what 

motivates you to do these types of events? 

KS: Similar to Bow Arts, it’s about a network – and this is making it wider. You have to 

keep going. It’s great to be in a room of like-minded people – for that kind of audience its 

brilliant and inspiring. 

BJ: It’s that wider idea – a lot of the swapping of ideas is stuff that happens in the consortia 

– we are basically doing this in a similar way with a London-wide group of teachers. It’s 

really about teachers who are in class everyday sharing things that worked really well. That 

is so powerful. It’s really different from training that you might get sent on and you sit 

there and an organisation suggests something which isn’t bespoke enough

KS: That’s it. Its well-meaning, but often misses the practicalities. You really respect it 

when you are all a bit haggard and tired after a full day’s teaching, but you have come here 

with something to share – you are all in the same boat 
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LW: There’s something very grass-roots about it. What I enjoyed about coming to your 

session about the contemporary arts resource was that it was a room of passionate people. 

You hear so much negativity about arts education and that it’s declining within schools – it 

paints a dismal picture. 

BJ: I don’t think it’s necessarily that dismal – actually the thing about teach meets is that 

they are really positive events. There is such a temptation as a teacher to moan – but they 

are never like that. Everyone has something positive to say. 

KS: Teachers work incredibly hard. You walk around and you hear their effort. There is 

a real understanding there. We’re tired, we’re working too hard – but you only have to 

present for five minutes and there’s wine! 

LW: Teachers always bring this amazing excitement. They come, eat all the snacks – and 

want to learn and try new things. 

BJ: You wouldn’t become a teacher if you didn’t want to learn new things. 

KS: You’ve never mastered your trade. 

BJ: I always remember with that book Ken Robinson – Creative Schools – he talks about 

how you can’t change what’s happening above you – the government is always going to be 

changing things. You need to then think about yourself and the other people that are in 

class every day and how you can do things together – doing great things and start sending 

this up the rung. Instead of it coming down it’s the people on the ground trialling stuff 

and feeding it back up. 

KS: There is a big voice pushing for the power of arts – it’s not like we’re lone rangers. 
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Sarah Nightingale (Assistant Head, Bygrove Primary School) discusses addressing 

school needs through creative projects, the importance of art within the curriculum 

and trust and relationships that have built through five years of working in 

partnership. This interview was conducted jointly by Bow Arts Education Project 

Managers Aidan Adams and Lucy Wheeler. 

LW: What has been your approach to commissioning Bow Arts on your Poplar projects?

SN: Sometimes it has come from a school development priority. This year our priority 

was about outdoor learning, so that inspired this year’s bespoke project. In the past it 

has been data driven. An example of this was developing a project that supported our 

reluctant, less confident readers, which focused on a specific group of children. Bow Arts 

projects were therefore aligned with initiatives happening already and the partnership is 

another way of supporting pupils in the context of art and creativity. 

AA: It’s great that you see that as an option. Some schools wouldn’t necessarily link those 

two together – a targeted intervention that can be addressed with an artist coming in and 

some form of creative activity. 

SN: What stands out for me is that there is never a rule of thumb. Sometimes it’s a 

targeted group of children, sometimes its groups from Year 1- 6. This year we’ve focused 

on children who might find playtimes and lunchtimes a challenge, or those who may 

struggle with relationships. We’ve also taken a whole schools approach. I’m never in a 

position where I think ‘what did we do last year - are we going to do the same?’ - each 

project has been completely different.

AA: It seems like lots of the projects have very different starting points, to address gaps 

within the school development plan but there is always a physical outcome, something to 
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contribute to the physical landscape of the school? 

SN: Yes, we have commissioned projects that have an impact on the building. We did 

the backdrop to our stage [see Bygrove case study] which is a permanent fixture and still 

links to our curriculum today. The corridor project has remained, and the project we’re 

working on this year will also have a legacy, an opportunity for creative and sensory play 

in the playground. We aim for the project to help children have purpose outdoors to help 

them engage and support them make friends through play, with a stimulus.

AA: Do you think having a permanent outcome has a bit more of a concrete legacy 

in terms of having that profile of the subject matter that the children looked at or the 

creative experience in the school – it’s easier to track I guess than something that’s more 

open-ended or process oriented?

SN: Yes, the permanent fixtures do have that impact and the children are inspired 

by them and use them.  I’m really excited about this year’s project, because it will be 

something the children physically use and interact with. 

LW: There’s something about the stage background and this upcoming project – it’s 

changing the culture of how you use your space outdoors.

SN: Yes, exactly. The impact on not just on the here and now but children in three years’ 

time will hopefully be able to benefit from the outcome. 

AA: I think the thing that’s really exciting for me is the way Ania [the artist] is going to 

be working with the children is open and playful so there’s that element in the lead up to 

making this thing that will be used and will determine how children use the playground

SN: Yes, the brief for this is very open and child-led. 

AA: There’s a lot of trust that’s going into the artist, the children and the staff working 
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here – has that been a different dynamic because usually we take the starting inspiration 
and maybe there’s a bit of a fixed idea about what we’re working towards – for me this 

seems to be a slightly different way of doing things?

SN: I think it’s quite exciting that there’s a big idea but the brief doesn’t have a series of 

specific success criteria. There is the idea and aim of improving our external spaces, but 

it could go down a building route; it could go down a messy play route. If we’re going to 

achieve a legacy the children have to be inspired and engaged otherwise it won’t have an 

impact. I’m always very confident with Bow Arts because we’ve only ever got a really high 

quality outcome. That may be because we’ve worked together for all that time and there is a 

strong relationship there. 

LW: And what have you found that artists have brought to Bygrove?

SN: Their specialist skills and knowledge in certain areas. It’s all very well saying you’ve got 

an artist coming in - but can they engage children and use their level of understanding to 

allow children to be a part of that? This always happens, and we trust you and you have a 

good understanding of our school which has meant that projects have worked out really 

well. 

AA: That matchmaking element is always easier to do when we have a really good 

relationship with the Art Coordinator, who’s able to convey what they want and why they 

are commissioning a project – it makes that process of bringing an artist in much easier for 

us. Some schools that don’t necessarily know what they like but know what they don’t like 

which gives us less clues

LW: Or I guess sometimes they don’t know what an artist can bring.

SN: But I think that’s where the Project Managers come in because its based on that trust 

and relationship. We might say we want to use this space as a trigger for play and we want 

it to be sensory – so we come up with these big ideas and then once you have that you go 

away and find someone who can deliver on that and that’s always been successful. 
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LW: I believe there needs to be certain conditions that make that really productive. For 

example – I felt very motivated when we had our meeting about outdoor learning, play, 

child-led – for me that’s really exciting ground to be in because there’s lots of artists who 

really enjoy working alongside children as researchers, thinking about a site and not quite 

knowing where it’s going – often for artists that might be the state they find to be really 

productive. It’s productive for us when we know the schools well so we can think with 

more knowledge and confidence of what will work well, knowing that there’s flexibility 

from the school as well. You understand what it will be like to have an artist – it might 

get messy or we might need to work with smaller groups of children – it’s prioritising  

and being flexible to get those conditions right – it’s all of those things that make it really 

pleasurable the whole way through to work collaboratively. 

SN: It’s knowing what you want from the project. For me it was really important that we 

chose children who we had concerns about in the playground, so that we can help them 

socially– give them the skills, teach them how to play, as well as delivering something for 

the children in a more concrete way - a structure or resource they can play with. 

LW: That’s a really lovely process for me to go through with you and the school – you’re 

noticing something and then being able to address it through bringing an artist in. 
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Conviviality and Extended Colleagues

Bow Arts Education Project Managers Aidan Adams and Lucy Wheeler discuss their 

roles within the Poplar Partnership with former Education Project Manager Kirsty 

Lowry (Curator: Schools and Teachers, Whitechapel Gallery). 

LW: Thinking back to your time at Bow Arts, working on the Poplar Consortium 

Programme, what projects particularly come to mind?

KL: The key element I take from it [the Poplar Consortium] was the year-on-year 

element of a group of schools being closely related to each others’ projects, especially 

through coordinator’s meetings. Through those conversations, and through us, as Project 

Managers, holding that knowledge of projects that we could cross-filter within one given 

project. That’s the value of the consortium. That’s what I took away from it.

I enjoyed the process of project creation. For example, thinking about Manorfield, John 

[John Mayson – former Art Coordinator at Manorfield Primary] and I would meet and 

get really excited about things we were passionate about, like making and materials – and 

want to share that passion! For the glass project [see Manorfield case study], we chose 

one material in particular and saw where that could lead us. It worked. It all came out of 

a good conversation and a passion for something that creative practitioners respectively 

could bring – with the Project Manager and the teacher excited about the process. What 

was just as important was the exhibition and other conversations I had with the other Art 

Coordinators, with them saying ‘Wow – you did this in school?’ – and it didn’t matter 

if that didn’t directly transfer into a similar project. It was more like setting a bar for 

something that can be very experimental.

AA: That opportunity to see these types of experimental projects can open up different 

avenues for Art Coordinators, which don’t necessarily start with conversations about an 

end product. 

LW: From the glass project we see an openness to using materials less seen in the primary 
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classroom – concrete, jesmonite, resin, porcelain. I feel you need to have a tacit 
understanding of these materials and how they react, the processes you go through 
to use them. 

KL: It makes people immediately ask questions – parents, pupils, teachers – ‘how 
did you do that?’ – there’s an immediate curiosity.

AA: For lots of these types of projects, pupils go out to an artist’s studio and 
acknowledge what artists do day-to-day. In other projects I guess the flux between 
teacher and artist is more obscure. 

KL: When I was consolidating my thoughts, what came across was the importance 
of being true to an artist’s practice. When I thought through the commonalities of 
projects that really stood out – what I realised was it was about that pairing between 
artist and school. It’s not just recruiting somebody because they can impart specific 
knowledge and skill – it’s more about it being imbedded within their practice. 
Obviously bringing in someone like Shelley James for the glass project is a really 
good example of this. More specifically, bringing Haidée into Lansbury Lawrence. 
We were working with jesmonite casting, inspired by the modernist architecture of 
the building. Haidée’s practice is centred on her interest in modernist architecture – 
of course this was a fantastic match. It’s rooted in something she is passionate about.

AA: And it feeds their art practice as much as it provides an innovative project for 
the school.

KL: You get slightly closer then to co-production of original pieces and being able 
to articulate in those terms. I think it’s an important distinction to be made, which 
comes from a sophistication of practice. 

AA: It’s a depth of engagement/sophistication that then runs through everything – 
teacher’s engagement – pupils/parents. It raising the level of the projects 
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KL: exactly

LW: And often these ideas start organically. For example, you didn’t set out with the glass 

project to link science and art

KL: Yes – it wasn’t as explicit as that, though we knew that’s what we were doing

LW: The ordering is different – same with Lansbury Lawrence which started with the 

building, but obviously crossed into Design and Technology, and History. 

KL: Obviously there is an incredibly high level of ambition of some of the teachers that 

we are talking about here. There is also positive things to say about the approach that Bow 

Arts takes. The kind of conversations and starting points you take with schools. In terms 

of the consortium – they have already been recruited, that job has already been done. 

It allowed a certain freedom. You can go into it knowing you are going to do a project 

together; we know what the allocation of days/budget there is. Your parameters are set, 

so you can be creative within those. And it doesn’t always work out – I’ve discussed some 

exemplary schools, and it does come down to how free those Art Coordinators feel they 

can be – how backed up they are by senior management. 

AA: There is something to be said about the dynamic of personalities in this group of 

schools. That relationship with Project Manager and Art Coordinator is a bit different to 

other relationships. It’s a bit more of an even keel – don’t you think? 

KL: I think that’s what I’m getting at. There’s a parallel of why everyone is there – you’ve 

already got excited about something. You bring in an artist, where excitement is part of the 

thread of their way of working and research. 

AA: I also think the relationships become strong enough to say ‘I am not sure that’s the 

right approach’ or ‘let’s try it and see’, I think this helps to have more of a fertile proving 

ground to test things
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KL: I think testing is a really good word to pull out. I think it’s not that easy within 
a school environment to say ‘let’s just experiment’ – it’s a lot of money, a lot of 

commitment is needed, there’s a lot of trust involved. 

AA: I think the unique thing we have with these schools is that we don’t necessarily just 

speak to the art coordinators

LW: Yes – you know the wider staff team, the receptionists, site team 

KL: That’s a really good point. Also the fact that it’s outreach in that sense – you are 

always going into their front door, so those sort of incidental relationships that build up 

become really vital. You become part of the school community. Also, the beginnings of a 

project that might happen down the line, may have started in a chat in the corridor two 

years before – about a certain condition of the school, or an issue that keeps cropping 

up. It’s not so formal as asking ‘Let’s have a look at your development priorities’ – you 

do have an awareness and understanding of this – I hesitate to use the word informal – 

because it is a professional relationship, but I guess there are some informalities that have 

built up the consortium. This translates back into the Coordinator’s meetings – one that 

sticks out for me is sitting around the bonfire at Manorfield with our marshmallows. 

These moments are important and lend a sense of conviviality to how you are 

communicating with each other, which is so rich. 

AA: It’s further embedded in the structure now – we’ve really taken that and run with it – 

through the away days to Margate and South End. Those moments – getting teachers out 

of school – talking outside of our institutions

KL: It’s human, isn’t it? 

LW: And it offers the opportunity to learn more about the individual ambitions and 

practice that motivate those teachers, as well as getting to know each other – they are 

extended colleagues
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KL: Absolutely. And I would still say the same thing here [at Whitechapel Gallery]. You 
use the word ‘colleague’ to refer to the people that you share an office with, but I always 

consider the artists and teachers as my colleagues. They are the ones that I am generating 

creative projects with. That’s my team.

LW: Something that stands out for me is an openness to sharing practice and ideas – what 

are your thoughts on this? 

KL: Yes – a generosity of ideas. I think in the context of education this should be what 

everyone is seeking for, right? And I think that generosity gets picked up by the children – 

it’s a mood. 

LW: There is a raising of the bar as we said which pushes creativity. You see this most at 

the Celebration Event where the teachers are genuinely curious to find out and see other 

approaches. 

KL: And there is, in the wider sense with these Tower Hamlets schools, a sharing – between 

Headteachers and other staff leaders – Bow Arts didn’t invent that, but it perhaps had 

a knock-on effect with regard to a culture of sharing. I suppose there is something that 

could be taken from that in terms of schools taking advantage of a culture of generosity 

– whatever you think about academies and all this – hopefully that can be something 

that continues to grow as a positive thing and a means of positive networks. Then arts 

organisations can come in to facilitate some of those shared goals and ambitions. The 

fundamental thing for me is bringing another voice in. 

Like looking at the problem sideways – which I think an artist or any creative practitioner 

does. There’s a tendency in schools to face a problem in terms of labour, budgets, etc. 

But what if you turn that on its head and come in the back door – what if you take the 

door off its hinges and skip through it – you know, if one school allows that access route, 

if you like. The value of creative practice is that it has a tangible outcome – it’s showing 

progress visually rather than through a spreadsheet – you can see it. Which is human and it 

communicates. It’s still hard to clearly show the impact and value. We’ve been talking about 
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some pretty exemplary projects, practitioners and schools – I’ve certainly been involved 
in projects where you are much further down the line away from that place, because the 

conditions of the schools don’t allow for it. There’s resistance, and perhaps fear, or lack of 

understanding or lack of budget flexibility. 

AA: You’ve got to meet where a school’s at. You’ve got to be speaking in the same language 

KL: And that’s where the Project Management role is vital and comes into its own. You 

have to, very quickly, assess the situation and conditions. What is this school willing to do 

here?

LW: Our role can be tricky – you’re building a relationship whilst trying to support 

a school to fully utilise and understand the importance of creative practice and that 

sometimes makes people feel uncomfortable. We, as practitioners, are comfortable in the 

‘not knowing’ where a project might lead, but have trust in the artists we bring in – which 

is comfortable for us. Everyone has a different skill-set – you need to understand this and 

be responsive to it.

KL: And then you can work out your role in the project, how much you need to step in or 

stand back – you end up having a bit of an informal mentoring role. It’s a knowledge of all 

of those nuances and how to react to them which is important to acknowledge. 
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The outcomes and achievements of each consortia year are recognised in a Celebration Event. 

The event brings the schools’  Art Coordinators, teachers, pupils and the wider school 

community together at this annual event, held at Spotlight Youth Club. 

Part ideas exchange, creative workshops and exhibition, it’s provided opportunities for 

teachers to reflect and learn from each other and for pupils to take part in collaborative 

workshops and share skills learnt in their individual projects. The following photographs 

give a snapshot of the Celebration Event over the past five years.

CELEBRATION EVENT 
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THANK YOU
This publication was written by the Bow Arts Education team: Aidan Adams, Helen Bradbury, Laura Lloyd, 
and Lucy Wheeler, with contributions from: Laura Coates, Caroline de Souza, Atlanta Duffy, Ben Jones, 
Kirsty Lowry, Sarah Nightingale, John Mayson, Siodhna O’Dowd, Kerri Sellens and Rob Smith. 

Bow Arts appreciates the on-going partnership and support from the Headteachers of the Poplar consortium 
schools: 

Tracy Argent – Woolmore Primary School 
Dee Bleach -  Mayflower Primary School 
Jo Franklin – Bygrove Primary School 
Martin Grant – Wellington Primary School 
Jeremy Iver – Stebon Primary School 
Paul Jackson – Manorfield Primary School
Owen O’Regan – Lansbury Lawrence Primary School
Fanoula Smith – St Saviour’s CE Primary School 

We are grateful to all of the artists, designers and makers who have contributed to the consortium. Their ideas, 
passion and professional approach has driven the continuous ambition and high standard achieved over the  
past five years.

We would like to thank Fidelity UK Foundation, East Thames, Aldgate and Allhallows Foundation and 
Poplar Partnership Ltd for their generous support towards the Poplar Consortium programme over the past 
five years. 

Design by hardingdesign.co.uk with support from Laura Lloyd 

Printed by Langham Press, Cambridge 

All photography copright Bow Arts or Rob Harris.

About Bow Arts
Bow Arts is an arts education charity that provides affordable creative workspaces for over 500 emerging 
artists, designers and makers. Alongside this, Bow Arts manages one of the country’s most exciting education 
programmes, which takes professional artists into schools across 16 boroughs in London to improve the lives 
and learning of children and young people. Bow Arts runs the Nunnery Gallery, a free public gallery that sup-
ports a diverse range of high quality exhibitions and events as well as the delivery of a public arts programme. 
Established in 1995, Bow Arts holds an important place in east London which is fast becoming known as 
London’s Artist Quarter. 

www.bowarts.org 
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