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Introduction 
OVADA is Oxfordshireʼs Visual Arts Development Agency and exists to facilitate and 
promote access to high quality visual arts for the residents of and visitors to 
Oxfordshire.  Located in the city centre, we run a programme of exhibitions and events 
which changes monthly. We also run a commercial gallery space in The Oxford Castle 
 
My role as OVADA Projects Coordinator entails liaising with artists, coordinating and 
curating exhibitions and events, managing interns and volunteers and supporting our 
artistsʼ professional development programme. I am also a freelance artist and gallery 
educator working with several arts organisations in the Oxfordshire area and further 
afield to deliver gallery education projects and workshops.   
 
John Mason School is one of three co-educational secondary comprehensive 
schools in Abingdon, Oxfordshire, taking students from 11 to 18 years of age.  The 
school has Specialist Status in the Visual Arts and has a history of visiting art galleries 
and museums but has never visited OVADA. 
 
Aims 
Although I have previously organised and delivered workshops and education 
activities at OVADA, we lack the capacity to do this on a regular basis.  We do not 
have a dedicated education coordinator, and the difficulties of making contact with 
local schools and developing partnerships has, until now, been difficult. I had three 
main aims that I hoped to achieve by being part of Watch this Space: 
 

• To forge a connection with a school in our community, to get a head start in 
developing a relationship with a school that we could work with in the future. 

• To facilitate an exchange of skills and knowledge to take place between 
teachers, OVADA and myself. 

• To establish the needs of the school in question so that I could tailor education 
activity in the future that meets these needs. 

 
I hoped that by achieving these aims I would be able to connect the OVADA 
programme and the artists that we work with to the curriculum objectives of the school. 
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In School 
Placement Observation at JMS – getting to know my school and its needs 
I observed three different lessons taught by Claire Pennington, Head of Art, to her 
year 10 class.  It gave me an insight into the way the curriculum is taught and gave me 
time to consider the ways that OVADA could contribute to, and complement, the way 
certain topics are taught.  In particular I realised the following: 
 
Pupils are taught to 

• Work through an idea/ concept through a variety of media 
• Observe the changes that different processes effect on their work 
• Reflect on how ideas have developed. 

 
I observed that pupils 

• Were very engaged in and concentrated closely on their set tasks 
• Were very responsive to materials  
• Were producing work of a high quality 
 

Teachers 
• Use a single topic/ theme to teach a variety of processes: drawing, sculpture, 

photography, writing, painting, design, installation  
• Use a theme to draw pupils attention to additional considerations, such as the 

treatment of surfaces, placement of figures within space, and lighting 
• Reference different artistsʼ work and draw comparisons between practices to 

add depth to understanding. Several pupils referred to an artistʼs work in order 
to express themselves when describing a style or piece of work. 

 
In the gallery 
Teachers 
I hosted the departmental meeting for Art at OVADA one evening, enabling the 
teachers to look round the gallery and workshop space and view our current show. 
None of the teachers had previously visited OVADA. I shared with them an outline of 
upcoming exhibitions at both of our galleries, and immediately one of the A-level 
teachers asked if she could bring her year 12 class to visit the 03 Gallery the following 
week as the show would connect to their project on Icons. This was totally unexpected 
and demonstrated the value of communicating effectively what is on offer so that 
opportunities to connect our programme with the curriculum are not missed. 
 
I wanted to find out what the school needed from our gallery to facilitate meaningful 
connections.  They shared the following points:  
 
Factors to enable gallery visits 

• Advance knowledge of the programme is essential when trying to plan visits 
and make curriculum connections 

• Programme information is most useful when it consists of: copy, images of 
work, information about the curatorial context for a show, ideas for possible 
workshops, availability of workshop opportunities 

• Teachers are looking for clear tie ins with the assessment objectives for key 
stages 3, 4, and 5. 
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• Learning in the gallery that is task-led tends to be the most effective in their 
experience, but a combination of independent time, group discussion, tasks 
and practical activity is ideal. 

• Teachers need a variety of possible structures for workshops e.g. Can the 
workshops take place both in the gallery space and in school? 

• Young groups need highly structured activities, where as older groups are 
capable of having independent time  

 
Careers advice 
They also said that although they welcomed the opportunity to work with the galleries 
to coordinate visits and workshops, what they really need support with is enabling 
students to be informed about the possibilities for careers in the arts, job opportunities, 
and the awareness of the many different types of roles that artists can fulfil within the 
community, and commercially.   
 
Exhibition development 
The Community Coordinator had recently established a gallery and there was a lively 
conversation about some of the difficulties involved in setting up and administering an 
exhibition space. 
 
Students 
I invited the year 10 class that I had been observing to OVADA Gallery to introduce 
the gallery, and to provide information about what we do, who we work with, and 
where our projects take place.  I decided to conduct a small piece of research to 
collect some information about how pupils see art galleries, and their perceptions 
about the local art scene. By this stage in the project I realised that teachers wanted to 
connect more to their local visual arts network and expand their pupilsʼ perception of 
career possibilities in the arts.   
 
I produced a sheet of images, showing snapshots of some recent OVADA projects as 
a visual reference alongside information I presented to them about the sort of work we 
do and the diversity of some of our projects, in and out of the gallery.  I asked them to 
take a look at the six images (three are shown here) and answer two questions, in 
pairs. 
 

 
What is happening in each of these spaces?    Images Janine Charles 
Is it obvious who the artist is? 
 
I then asked them to discuss the following questions in small groups, jotting down their 
thoughts on paper: 
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Who uses art galleries? 
• People who are interested in art 
• Teachers, artists, students 
• People, not students, designers 
• Many different people use art galleries, but mainly the artists themselves, and 

people that have an individual link with art. 
• People looking for inspiration, families 

 
What do artists do when they are not making their work? 

• Go on holiday, think, sketch, have a life, socialise, look for things that inspire 
them, like images, conversations and media, run workshops 

• Smoke 
• Planning, get ideas, help students, collect materials, travel to get ideas 
• Go clubbing, watch TV, research artwork, look, teach others 
• What normal people do, and think of ideas 

 
When was the last time you visited an art exhibition in Oxfordshire? 

• Ice sculptures  
• I have never seen an exhibition in Oxfordshire 
• 2003 Ashmolean Museum, 2004 Ashmolean museum with my sister, for school 

work 
• About six months ago because it was free, and good. 
• Two yearsʼ ago to see our sculptures, and an exhibition of toys ages ago, in 

Abingdon. 
 

Have you ever met an artist?  If so, when and where? 
• Yes, Emma Owen, musicians and drama people, Dionne at school 
• Yes I have met an artist I met her at school 
• Dionne, at school, Claire Werrell, Helenʼs sister, our art teachers 
• Miss Pennington, Dionne Barber, “everyone who creates artwork is an artist” 
• Both my Grandads are artists.  My Aunty is an artist. 
 

What is the difference between a local artist and a national/ international artist?  
 
National/ international artists are  

• Richer 
• More famous 
• More successful 
• Show their work more 
• Their paintings sell for more money 

 
Local artists are 

• Only known in local places 
• Help more students, help teach, and do more activities with the community  
• “a local artist would draw/paint things relevant to the surrounding area, but 

national/international artists would draw/paint things relevant to the world” 
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I also noticed 
• That whilst the quality of their discussion in small groups was high, their ability 

to put pen to paper to describe their thoughts was low 
• Their ideas and commentary were thoughtful and diverse, but their written 

statements were limited and poorly expressed, lacking the vocabulary to 
describe certain scenarios or experiences 

• Prompted by visual material, they had richer ideas about what artists do, in and 
out of the gallery 

• The pupilsʼ experiences of meeting practising artists is very limited. 
 
Their teacher noticed 

• Much to her surprise, most of the pupils had not visited a gallery since she last 
took them on a visit two yearsʼ ago 

• Some pupils referred to these visits when answering the questions, and had 
good recollection of the activity that took place 

• Studentsʼ naivety when describing the art world 
• Working outside of the classroom and visiting galleries “can really achieve a 

deeper understanding of art practices” 
 
The future 
I can now see a clear way forward for the relationship between OVADA and John 
Mason School. Being part of Watch this Space has enabled me to make a constructive 
start in creating a programme of activity that will meet the needs of the school. I hope 
to work further with Claire Pennington, head of the Art Department, and her GCSE and 
A-level classes in the following ways:   
 
Access for School Students 
Students are invited to develop a relationship with OVADA so that they realise it is:  

• A free art venue that they can visit with friends and family 
• Somewhere that they could visit outside of school to do practical workshops 
• A gallery with internet access to arts websites, art magazines, art books, project 

archives and art theory books that they can use for free 
• A venue where they can attend free artistsʼ talks, discussion groups and 

networking sessions  
• A development agency that will be able to support them in a variety of ways as 

emerging artists when they leave formal education 
 
They will be able to access quality visual arts locally and increase their awareness of:  

• their local arts infrastructure 
• opportunities for artists  
• potential directions for their practice as school leavers 
• connections between their practice, well known contemporary artists, and local 

artists. 
 
Portfolio sessions 
I think that OVADAʼs resources could be particularly useful for students prior to the 
decision-making stages in their education.  I would like to develop a scheme where 
portfolio sessions, tutorials, advice sessions and support with written work is 
something that OVADA staff can offer to students. 
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Critical skills workshops 
I would like to design some task-led workshops that specifically tackle language used 
to describe exhibitions and work.   
 
Careers Advice 
I have been invited to the school for their work awareness day in July to give a 
presentation about career possibilities in the arts. 
As a development agency OVADA works with artists in many different capacities and 
we are in a prime position to show pupils what local artists are doing, how they sustain 
their practice, provide some income, and have an involvement in a diverse range of 
projects. 
Workshops that explore and research job and exhibition opportunities, and the 
networks that facilitate this could also be beneficial. 
 
Gallery and Exhibition Development 
I am in a good position to offer my services and advice to schools in this area, having 
set up two galleries within the last two years, developing the potential for the 
relationship between OVADA as a development agency, and the school. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


