
1 Engaging with Schools

You have to 
work with 

schools if you want 
to reach more than 
the children and 
young people whose 
parents will take 
them [to arts and 
cultural activities].

Engaging with Schools

Engaging with schools is a fundamental 
part of a Cultural Education 
Partnership’s purpose, although not all 
CEPs prioritise this area of engagement 
from the beginning. Some have 
initially focused instead on building 
relationships between arts and cultural 
organisations, or developing initiatives 
with Child and Adolescent Mental 
Health Services, but are now increasing 
their emphasis on schools. 

This resource summarises different 
types of CEP and school engagement 
including the challenges and different 
approaches adopted.  

The following charts and analyses are 
based on Artswork-held data about the 
engagement of CEPs in the South East 
with schools at the time this evaluation 
was carried out in 2019. (N.B. Data is 
indicative and incomplete in some cases.) 

Number of schools  
in a CEP locality 

The number of schools within CEP 
localities varies substantially, with very 
large numbers of schools particularly in 
Hampshire and Surrey. 

CEP engagement 
with schools

Socio-demographic  
profile of schools 

The social demographic profile of 
schools varies extensively between 
CEPs. In the absence of comprehensive 
profiling of ethnographic and socio-
demographic data, the average 
percentage of pupils eligible for free 
school meals (FSM) becomes a key 
socio-economic indicator. This varies 
from around 22% in Southampton to 
around 10% in Surrey. 

The chart below shows that in most 
CEPs there is a higher percentage of 
FSM in engaged schools than in non-
engaged schools, indicating CEPs are 
successfully targeting schools in more 
deprived areas.  
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If you want 
to work with 

schools, you have 
to work within their 
parameters... Most 
teachers would 
do more arts and 
culture if they had 
the choice, but they 
don’t. But if you 
give them a funded 
opportunity, they’ll 
go for it.

School phase  
profile of schools  

Across CEPs in the South East there 
is more engagement with secondary 
schools (18%) than with primary 
schools (8%), or other settings, such as 
special schools and Pupil Referral Units 
(6%). Based on anecdotal impressions 
this may be due to: 

• Difficulty engaging the sheer 
number of primary schools,  
often in remote rural locations; 

• The CEP’s focus (e.g. creative 
careers) pointing particularly towards 
activity in Secondary schools. 

Schools have many  
priorities above developing 
arts and culture

Schools are hard-pressed on  
various fronts: budgets, Ofsted,  
exam-based accountability  
frameworks and other issues. 

The two main, inter-related reasons why 
arts and culture are not a priority are: 

1. The Ofsted Inspection framework 
does not pay significant attention 
to arts and culture, or creative 
development. This is changing with 
new emphasis on a ‘broad and 
balanced’ curriculum. Some CEPs 
have been well-positioned  
to respond to schools whose 
interest in arts and culture has 
grown as a result. 

2. The public examination system, 
including SATS (which prioritise 
reading, writing, spelling and 
grammar) and the EBacc school 
performance measure (which 
prioritises other GCSE subjects 
rather than arts subjects).

Challenges for 
engaging schools 

Lack of Ofsted tie-in  
and relevance 

Some CEPs suggest that their work 
with schools should aim to be more 
directly and explicitly relevant to Ofsted 
frameworks, since they are such a strong 
part of what schools must work towards. 

Lack of time 

Schools have considerable pressures on 
their time. It is difficult for them to justify 
devoting significant time to arts and 
cultural development as it is not a priority.

Lack of money 

Schools are often unable to contribute 
funds for arts and cultural development: 
many report challenges with reducing 
per-pupil and whole-school budgets 
compared with inflation and expected 
wage increases, etc. 

Headteachers that  
don’t ‘get it’

A commonly cited challenge is 
headteachers that ‘just don’t get arts 
and culture’, and the benefits it can 

Ofsted rating  
profile of schools 

Overall, CEPs are more likely to engage 
schools rated below ‘Good’ by Ofsted: 

• 16% of schools rated below  
‘Good’ are engaged. 

• 10% of schools rated ‘Good’/ 
’Outstanding’ are engaged.

There is some variation between  
CEPs, with several engaging only 
schools rated ‘Good’ or ‘Outstanding’, 
and others engaging a higher 
proportion of their schools rated  
below ‘Good’.  

bring. It is hard for other teachers to get 
permission or encouragement to develop 
arts and culture with an unsupportive 
headteacher. Staff posts might be lost, 
spending decisions might be limited, or 
permission for arts and culture within or 
outside the curriculum might be denied. 
Having a supportive headteacher is widely 
seen as a significant door to opening up 
arts and cultural development. 

Staff change-over 

Staff turnover can be a challenge for arts 
and cultural development, particularly 
over a longer period. Where a key 
member of staff leaves, momentum and 
connection can be difficult to maintain. 

Schools’ understanding of 
what arts and culture could be 

Some CEPs have suggested that schools 
often have a limited understanding of 
what arts and cultural opportunities 
might be beyond school choirs and end-
of-term plays. 
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Arts and cultural organisations 
that don’t ‘get’ schools 

Lack of understanding of the challenges 
facing schools is a barrier for meaningful 
co-working. Several CEPs have reported 
that developing arts and cultural 
organisations’ understanding of schools 
has been a significant achievement. 

Finding a link person, 
advocate or champion  
in a school 

Sometimes finding a key person, to 
be the known champion for arts and 
cultural development, particularly where 
it is not the headteacher, is a barrier. 

CEPs are not well-known, 
identified or understood 

CEPs can struggle to engage schools 
because of a lack of clear identity, or a 
lack of identity awareness. Schools do 

CEP needs analysis 

The needs analysis process is of 
significant use to some schools,  
who might not otherwise have a  
good understanding of either 
young people’s particular needs and 
aspirations, or how to undertake a 
needs analysis incorporating a variety 
of stakeholder perspectives.  

Good communications  
with schools 

Having a strategic approach to 
communicating with schools – working 
out what works in communicating 
what, with whom, and when, is key to 

CEP approaches for 
engaging schools 

successful and on-going engagement.

Key communications tools: 

• Personal, 1-1 relationships  
and conversations

• Print bulletins and  
promotional materials 

• Websites / Twitter

• Expo events

• Emails and newsletters

Artsmark and Arts Award 

The Artsmark offer, and surrounding 
support can be a useful engagement 
tool. Some CEPs have reported positive 
outcomes using Artsmark as a means 
of structuring and sustaining arts 
development programmes in a way  
that works for schools.

not know who or what CEPs are, nor 
what they do. This may be down to 
communication challenges, but also  
to a lack of national recognisability.

Bad previous experiences 

In a small number of cases, previous 
incidents of arts and cultural projects 
that have failed have damaged schools’ 
interest in subsequent projects. 

Arts and culture Expo events 

Many CEPs run Expo events where arts 
and cultural providers can communicate 
their offer to many schools at once. 

‘Inverse Expos’ and all-
school events 

Instead of encouraging arts 
and cultural organisations to 
communicate their offer, some CEPs 
invite schools to come to showcase 
their arts and cultural programmes to 
other schools, and to arts and cultural 
organisations. Other CEPs run large 
all-school events, such as the Isle of 
Wight’s Carnival, which has developed 
relationships with around half the 
schools on the Island, or Brighton & 
Hove’s Children’s Parade, in which all 
local schools participate. 

If it had been a community 
arts programme we were 

developing, that would have been 
much quicker. But because it was about 
engaging headteachers etc. that was 
more hard graft. But now there is more 
of a tangible offer for schools, it’s easier 
to engage schools and headteachers.

Competition over 
relationships with schools 

Arts and cultural organisations 
are sometimes protective of their 
relationships with schools and 
reluctant to share them with the CEP. 

Some CEPs feel they could take on a 
role in distributing, coordinating and 
managing the relationships between 
arts/cultural organisations and schools.  
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Case study: Milton Keynes 

This CEP appointed a dedicated 
schools liaison officer. The role 
focuses on building 1–1 relationships 
through visits and phone calls, and 
running networking events. Schools 
are targeted according to CEP 
priorities. The approach includes: 

• Working through a set of 
developmental questions 
around arts and cultural 
practice in schools; 

• Talking through the 
opportunities offered by the 
CEP’s partner arts/cultural 
organisations; 

• Talking through the benefits  
of joining the CEP; 

• Having a pack of resources 
and materials. 

Case study: Isle of Wight  

This CEP established designated 
cultural champions in each school 
in the CEP (around half of schools 
on the Island), who are the go-to 
person for information and contact. 

School-eligible arts & 
cultural development fund 

Some CEPs have set up dedicated funds 
which schools can apply for to develop 
their arts and cultural capacity. 

Strengthening arts and 
cultural organisations’ 
capacity to work with schools 

This might include: 

• Building organisations’ understanding 
of schools, how they work, their 
challenges and opportunities; 

• Building connections and 
relationships with schools; 

• Persuading arts/cultural 
organisations of the merits of 
working with schools. 

Some CEPs have also helped universities 
engage with schools.

Some CEPs have described the benefits 
of being collectively well set up to 
respond to schools’ needs.

Schools Connect 

Several CEPs run Schools Connect 
projects with Artswork investment, with 
the explicit aim of building relationships 
between schools and arts/cultural 
organisations, generally through 
project activity and training. These 
projects involve up to 10 schools.

Continuing professional 
development for schools 

Almost all CEPs offer CPD for schools in 
some shape or form, including training, 
providing networking and support, in-
school co-learning projects etc.

Building relationships 
with local arts 
organisations

Schools Connect projects outcomes

Really 
understanding 

what the CEP is for

Having new arts 
advisors on their 

staff

Arts teachers 
feeling less 

isolated

Taking up Artsmark 
and Arts Award  
(with subsidy)

Unlocking school 
staff’s proactive 

support

Building relationships 
between schools and arts/
cultural organisations 

This lies at the heart of CEPs. 
Several have described how new 
and strengthened relationships have 
developed between schools and arts/
cultural organisations, both individually 
and collectively. In many cases this 
forms a stated objective in CEP 
business plans. 

Dedicated schools liaison 

Some CEPs have put explicit focus on 
building relationships between schools 
and arts/cultural organisations through 
setting up dedicated roles or teams. 

Streamlining 
communications

CEPs have described how they have 
been able to consolidate the collective 
offer and communications between 
arts/cultural organisations and schools. 
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CYP/School-first, not Arts-first Start with the needs and aspirations 
of children and young people, and 
schools, rather than the needs of CEPs 
or arts/cultural providers

Agility CEPs must be nimble and agile in 
responding to the changing needs of 
schools

Helping with schools’ agendas Look at how to support schools with 
their own agendas, such as:
• Behaviour management
• Inclusion
• Confidence-building
• Creative development

Ofsted tie-in Look at where CEPs might be able 
to help schools with Ofsted-related 
objectives

Helping with broader agendas Look at where CEPs might be able to 
support schools with local policy or 
national policy agendas, e.g:
• Around tolerance
• Knife crime

Staff training and legacy-building Where can schools be supported 
through CPD to sustain an arts and 
cultural programme themselves? 
Where do they need the on-going input 
of professional arts and cultural people?  

Follow-up support for training Providing necessary support for 
training to be followed through  
into practice

Awareness of middle-class bias Arts/cultural opportunities can have 
an unwitting bias towards certain 
socio-demographic groups. For 
instance, opportunities requiring CYP to 
participate in regular Saturday morning 
activities will favour those whose 
parents can take them there. Aiming for 
awards is seen by some as inherently 
middle-class, as are some artform 
choices, e.g. classical music

Schools-oriented design 

CEPs emphasise the importance of 
building an arts and cultural offer that 
is genuinely designed around what 
schools want and need, rather than 
what arts and cultural organisations 
might want to provide. Several CEPs 
recommend having conversations with 
schools early on to build on a good 
understanding of schools’ needs and 
priorities. 

Principles for school-oriented arts and 
cultural offer design include: 

We’ve 
looked at 

a model from 
Australia, where 
each and every 
school has identified 
arts and cultural 
partners that they 
work with, rather 
than a free-for-all 
market of schools, 
which results in 
parachute projects, 
and no long-term 
relationships, or 
consistency for 
children and  
young people.
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Schools on CEP  
partnership groups 

The figure below shows the number of 
schools CEPs have as partners, from 
data collected in 2019 (N.B. the nature 
of these partnerships will vary: in some 
cases schools might be on a CEP 
steering group, in others they will be 
part of sub-groups or wider networks.) 

Not all CEPs have schools in their 
partnership groups or steering  
groups but those that do strongly 
commend it. Several CEPs described 
the vital significance of having schools 
involved in the partnership/steering 
group. Benefits include: 

• Ensuring the CEP really 
understands the reality of the 
picture in schools, and their 
priorities, on an on-going basis; 

• School CEP partners being 
advocates and champions for  
the CEP with other schools and 
school networks. 

Case study: Slough 

In Slough, the CEP lead 
organisation is a school (Langley 
Academy), which brings good 
school connectivity and 
understanding of school priorities. 
Langley is a Museum Learning 
Academy, and an interesting model 
of how schools and arts/cultural 
organisations can be combined.
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Schools 
always want 

CPD – they want 
their teachers to be 
trained in arts-based, 
creative-industries-
based skills.

There’s 
more shared 

contact, and less 
duplication of 
work, more shared 
problem solving, e.g. 
in accessing schools.
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Artsmark and Arts Award are key 
components of the CEP programme, 
including being a key target for some of 
Artswork’s CEP investment streams. 

Artsmark and  
Arts Award

Artsmark

A process through which a school is 
supported to design and run its own 
strategy for building arts and cultural 
opportunity and capacity, leading to 
an Artsmark award when the school is 
successful (most cases).

Artswork are strong proponents of 
Artsmark and Arts Award as tools and 
strategies for sustained, personalised 
arts and cultural learning development. 

CEPs experiences of Artsmark and Arts 
award are mixed, and the following 
sections explore the benefits and 
opportunities, as well as challenges,  
of these. 

Which schools are engaged 
in Artsmark and Arts Award? 

There are a large number of schools 
and young people involved/engaged 
in these programmes across the South 
East: school registration for Artsmark 
varies in South East CEP localities from 
8% to 31% – well over 200 schools, 
nearly 20% overall.  

In general, schools registered for 
Artsmark and schools where students 
are entering for Arts Award have a 
higher proportion of free school meals 
(FSM) students than other schools.  

Nationally, the take-up rate of Artsmark 
registration is highest in Ofsted 
‘Outstanding’-rated schools, followed 
by those rated ‘Good’. So it may be that 
Artsmark, and Arts Award, appeal more 
to higher Ofsted-rated schools, possibly 
in more deprived areas (according to 
the FSM data), and/or, inevitably, to 
schools where headteachers/school 
leadership is committed to arts and 
culture, or could be persuaded – 
‘hotspots’ and ‘lukewarm spots’.  

It may be that Artsmark is not the 
right approach for the most ‘coldspot’ 

schools. They will generally require 
greater investment than ‘lukewarm 
spots’, it may be that CEPs should be 
able to take a different approach in 
these cases, with potential for Artsmark 
engagement later down the line. 

Benefits and opportunities  
of Artsmark 

• A strategy for sustained, 
embedded arts and culture  
in schools  
Many, including Artswork and some 
CEPs, see Artsmark and Arts Award 
as valuable tools for developing arts 
and cultural capacity in schools, 
as well as supporting children and 
young people’s artistic/cultural 
journeys and achievements. 

• A commitment threshold  
from schools  
For some CEPs, Artsmark 
represents a useful commitment 
from schools:  
“We’ve set up the expectation now 
that we won’t work with any school 
unless it sets up and pays for its 
own Artsmark registration. It comes 
back to the CEP ethos: schools 
have to buy into [arts and culture 
development] at headteacher—
governing body level, otherwise 
you do all the set-up work and 
then it doesn’t happen. Artsmark is 
like a strategic school-development 
cultural learning tool – exactly 
what schools should be doing 
if they want to engage with 
professional arts practitioners.”

Arts Award

A portfolio-based arts and cultural 
qualification designed for children 
and young people, at different levels, 
to support and recognise their 
individual arts-based progression  
and achievement. 
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About this work

The content for this resource has been drawn from a longer developmental 
evaluation that was commissioned by Artswork and undertaken by Ben 
Sandbrook/World Pencil in 2019 to identify what happens, and what works, 
in setting up and running a Cultural Education Partnership (CEP) in the 
South East. The research has been undertaken through data and written 
materials analysis, 26 semi-structured interviews with Artswork and CEP 
representatives, and an online survey completed by 30 CEP representatives. 

lend themselves towards Artsmark 
accreditation. Having Artsmark 
as a central indicator and funding 
requirement might force CEPs into 
working in ways that may not be 
optimal for specific situations. 

• Lack of on-the-ground 
understanding  
Some critics of Artsmark and Arts 
Award suggest that those who insist 
on their usage do not understand 
the reality of working in schools. 
Specifically, where schools are time-
poor and already overwhelmed with 
administrative, accountability and 
other bureaucratic requirements, 
they are very reluctant to sign up to 
additional requirements.  

The intent of Artsmark – to support 
schools to lead their own arts/cultural 
capacity-building programme – is 
not questioned. CEPs note that many 
schools really want capacity building 
more than they want one-off projects. 
But some suggest that they, and schools, 
would prefer to have resource to 
support, guide and train schools in their 
arts development journey: actual help, 
not a structure or process.

Challenges of Artsmark  
and Arts Award

• The need to engage and register 
schools for Artsmark before arts 
and cultural projects have started  
CEPs report that, because of 
funding requirements, they need 
schools to commit to Artsmark at 
the beginning of a project. Given 
that they are trying to engage 
schools who do not prioritise or 
value arts and culture, and who are 
least likely to want Artsmark, this is 
a fundamental barrier. It would be 
better if they were able to introduce 
an Artsmark requirement after a few 
months of project activity or in-
school support. 

• Artsmark and Arts Award  
are not the right indicators / 
targets for CEPs  
Some CEPs do not feel that 
Artsmark is the right indicator for 
their work with schools, or at least 
that it should not be the single or 
prevailing indicator. There are other 
ways of developing arts and cultural 
capacity in schools and some 
other approaches do not naturally 


