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Introduction 
How can museums and arts services increase access to contemporary art and enhance curriculum delivery for pupils with special educational needs? How effectively can schools work with art objects to enhance pupil voice and what is the role of the teacher and artist in this process? A research and evaluation project was initiated in 2011 to explore answers to these questions and evidence learning that may occur from encounters with hand sized sculptural objects made by contemporary artists.  The sculptures are part of Leicestershire County Council’s Heritage and Arts Service Artworks loans collection consisting of 800 artworks, which are available for temporary use in education and community settings. 
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Initially 12 Held In The Hand objects were created in 2009 with funding from the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council. There are currently 33 Held In The Hand objects and 12 Touch Tables. Touch Tables are interchangeable interactive square tiles that can be fixed into position on a specially designed wheelchair friendly adjustable bench. These resources were created following the realisation by the Artworks Officer and learning staff of Leicestershire County Council Open Museum that there were very few robust accessible museum and gallery objects available to people with more severe learning disabilities and debilitating illnesses including dementia. It was anticipated that Held In The Hand art objects and Touch Tables could address a gap in provision and in the case of schools, enhance cross-curricular learning opportunities for pupils with complex learning difficulties. 
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The Held In The Hand collection offers scope for a wide range of learning opportunities, from sensory exploration to imaginative and conceptual interpretation. How often can a cloud be held in a hand?  ‘Rain Cloud’ is made out of a light resin material, and a soft sound like a murmur, can be heard when it is shaken. ‘Musical Moonslice’ is shaped like a sliced watermelon and made of fired clay, with holes in one side and bells inside. ‘Heirloom’ is beautifully crafted out of 14 different  types of wood and ‘Magic Fruit’ is made out of rich velvet, shiny, colourful materials of varying textures, inspired by fairytales and the magic powers of fruit in stories. All these objects have been imagined and created by artists from a brief that asked for artworks to be sensory, unusual and hand sized for children and adults to hold and explore. 
Handling these objects provokes curiosity which is further enhanced by a poetic juxtaposition of familiar and unfamiliar, for example, a rain cloud that can be touched and held. This juxtaposition is further emphasised by the handling of an unusual object in a familiar structured learning environment where the depth of engagement is enhanced by support of teaching staff and interactive qualities of the objects. This invites new ways of thinking through sensory interpretations as well as stimulating imaginative thoughts and questioning.  
The research and evaluation project aimed to capture the use of these objects specifically in special needs settings and focussed on three areas of exploration: effective ways of working with artists, teachers and pupils with special educational needs, exploring ways in which these objects may support the development of pupil attainment in the creative curriculum and investigating ways in which sessions may encourage and enhance pupil voice. Designed to be exploratory and descriptive, the main objective was to seek insights that would be of use to practitioners and to document the especial learning affordances of the objects, if any. 
Four Special Educational Needs schools took part in the project. Pupils spanned the ages of 3 to 16. Many were in wheelchairs, had speech delays, learning disabilities and in some cases medical conditions. The head teachers and teachers taking part were keen to work with practising artists, and readily agreed to three to four workshops in each setting.  However it was not immediately apparent, given the range and severity of the pupils’ disabilities how to utilise the objects and the expertise of artists. Researchers therefore adopted a responsive evaluation approach. This entailed encouraging artists and teachers to contribute to the research by discussing ideas and observations. Researchers aimed to feedback after each workshop, their detailed observations of pupil reactions and their general impressions. Issues raised and unresolved in one school, were carried over to the next in an attempt to clarify our understanding and to progressively identify those factors that helped fruitful cooperation between artists, teachers and pupils and those that hindered. Responsive evaluation helps develop good practice and is democratic in spirit. It contrasts with other models of evaluation which are non developmental and seek only to assess whether an initiative has been successful or not in terms of its stated objectives. 
In addition to a focus on best ways of working, the research looked at the potential of the objects for developing pupils’ voice. The idea of ‘voice’ is integral to the right of children to have a say, a right which is enshrined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. In the context of SEN children this has been interpreted predominantly as their right to participate in decisions affecting their education and care (e.g. Carter 2003). However the concept of ‘voice’ can also refer to a persons’ unique and individual artistic expression.  The Held In Hand project recognised both uses of the concept of voice; the ‘rights’ interpretation and the artistic interpretation. Carter recognises that active rights participation has to be taught. In the context of the Held The Hand project , the view was taken that ‘voice’ in both senses could be encouraged or pre-figured  by enabling SEN children to ‘make choices’, ‘express preferences’, and to express their ‘opinions and ideas’. The informing idea of our project was that ‘voice’ in both senses needed to be practiced and that the workshops should provide opportunities for pupils to be pro active.  These ideas were shared and agreed with by the artists and the teachers and informed the design of the workshops. 
Given the fact that most of the pupils were speech delayed or had no speech, we accepted other signs that ‘voice’ was being expressed. Thus we looked for gestures and other clues such as vocalisations. The meaning of these were interpreted and checked with teaching assistants and teachers. We were in agreement for the most part, but not always. We also had to accept that the level of ‘voice’ being expressed was for the most part tightly constrained by the framework of the activities set up by the teachers and the artists. Nevertheless within these frameworks the pupils were encouraged to make either/or decisions, or to choose from a range of materials. For most of the pupils the expression of ideas was made clear in their art works rather than in any thing expressed verbally. Children who did not wish to take part were allowed to do other activities or none. In the event very few did not want to take part all the time. The research was thus integrated into the teaching involving a cycle of joint planning, implementation and observation, joint discussion, and more joint planning. A visual record of the pupils’ work in progress and the final products was kept for use by the schools. 
Schools and Projects

Schools worked with an artist to engage pupils and teaching staff in exploring the Held in the Hand objects through visual arts activities. In School A pupils were of secondary age working at varying National Curriculum and P Scale levels.  Many of these pupils had physical impairments, and or a complex mix of medical, sensory, communication, emotional and social difficulties. An artist worked with these pupils to facilitate learning at an individual and group level through dialogue and practical activity. The objects were introduced to the pupils using a discovery activity.  Pupils were asked to look for anything unusual in the corridor outside their classroom and share their observations (the objects had been placed in various locations along the corridor). The curiosity developed during this activity was enhanced by inviting pupils to use their observations and imagination to create a story about their chosen object, with the help of the teachers and teaching assistants. During the next three session pupils ‘sketched’ and created their own hand sized artwork inspired by the Held in The Hand collection using collage materials. The individual artworks were then integrated into a mud-roc sculpture designed and made by the group. 
 In School B the artist worked with two groups of four pupils aged between 10 and 11 years.  This artist had an interest in creative pedagogy and worked to develop an exploratory learning environment where pupils encountered the objects in a soft space. Pupils in these groups had autism traits. They were encouraged to absorb themselves in ‘flow’ in their work through drawing, collage and clay materials to express thoughts and interpretations, with the help of the teacher and the teaching assistants. Pupils in this school typically worked on activities in short time frames ranging from fifteen to thirty minutes. 
School C included pupils aged 3 to 5 years with special needs raging from complex physical and learning disabilities, communication and language, autism and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.  In this setting, routine and familiarity were recognised as important structures for aiding childrens’ learning. In recognition of this need the objects were introduced using an existing lesson structure called ‘What’s in the Box’ where pupils were invited to match a picture to an object in the box and allowed to handle it for a limited time. Each stage in the lesson was introduced by a song, sung by the teacher, teaching assistants and the pupils. The artist delivered activities within this framework, working with individual pupils and groups to develop curiosities, respond to interests and encourage independent engagement. Activities included manipulating sculptural materials using real tools to recreate elements they had observed in the Held In The Hand objects, for example, uneven textures, circular shapes, holes and sounds.  
In School D the artist focused on the sensory exploration of the Held in The Hand artworks  and  the textural and visual properties of materials. Pupils were aged between 14 and 16 years with Profound and Multiple Learning Difficulties (PMLD) and a high proportion of the pupils had medical conditions. All were in wheelchairs, had limited movement and two pupils had very limited sight. Activities were structured to encourage pupils to use their hands and feet to explore the Held in The Hand objects and Touch Tables. Work focused on sensory engagement, concentration, communication and physical movement. The artist, teaching staff and pupils worked together to explore the objects and  create artwork using modelling material and differing types of sensory materials including bubble wrap and tissue paper. 
Working together: what did we learn? 
What can be said about the way in which the artists, teachers and pupils worked together?  Artists, even those who are experienced in working with SEN pupils cannot be expected to understand the kind of challenge they face without first observing the teacher, teaching assistants and pupils interacting. This may seem to be a common sense point but it was not thought to be important in some schools, and many fine artists habitually work in an open ended exploratory way, which may not initially be productive with SEN pupils.   Observation and the discussion of what might be feasible with teachers is especially important where students have profound and multiple disabilities or where there is a risk of injury or adverse reactions. All the artists said that they found reading the pupils individual learning plans helpful. The time that teachers had to devote to discussion and their contribution in terms of supporting work should also be agreed at the outset. 
Other kinds of information are also important. Some schools wished to have a ‘presentable’ product as a benefit of the artist working in schools, and most wanted a visual record of the process that could be used in the pupils Learning Journey folders, to be shared with parents or carers. The schools rules about taking photographs and the use to which they may be put should be discussed before any photographs are taken. In one school the teacher was happy to have pupils work and hands in the frame, but nothing that could identify the individual. In another the school was happy to have photographs of individuals downloaded on to the schools computer, the artist worked with the teacher to crop images that could then be used for publication. Although this demanded some time it provided an opportunity to reflect on the project, pupils’ engagement and ensure the images being used have been approved by the school to meet their safeguarding measures. 
As the research progressed it became apparent that it would have been useful for the teacher to share with the artist, how the schools’ system of targeted teaching and assessing using the P scales or PIVATS  worked, and how the lessons were structured. For example in the nursery school, teaching to individual learning plans was carried out in the morning, and all teaching sessions were tightly structured. It is useful to know when tight structures are in place because routines are expected by pupils. The artist in the nursery school and the artist working with PMLD students had to bear this in mind when suggesting their own ideas for activities. Furthermore the way in which the teacher could make use of the time he or she now had, to observe the pupils is also a topic which should be discussed. Building in elements of choice and the expression of preferences were required by the project, but it could have been that teachers have ideas that they would have liked to incorporate.  Two teachers mentioned that the workshops were useful for the moderation process of assessment. But most did not have views on learning outcomes, rather they saw the workshops as enrichment activity. 
A further prominent finding was that after discussion and agreement the artist should be the lead player in the classroom, but the teacher should also have a supporting role in helping the artist to manage the timing of activities, and in directing and monitoring the teaching assistants. For example in the PMLD classroom there were seven students and almost as many adults. Each student had a unique set of disabilities and medical needs. After 30 minutes some students had to leave the classroom to be got ready for home, and some had to be fed through tubes to the stomach. Managing a group activity and then individual activities while all was in commotion is quite a challenge for someone who is not familiar with the routine.  As the project progressed it became apparent that there was scope for further investigation to enhance working partnerships between artists and teachers in special needs settings in the areas of planning, teaching and learning, communication and reflection.     
The majority of the pupils in the project showed intense concentration and enjoyment in working with the objects. The objects are beautiful and intriguing and provided opportunities for pupils to handle and explore them. Some of the objects presented a challenge for some pupils in that they were heavy or fragile. The students who had PMLD appreciated being able to hold a small very heavy object. However this same object could have presented problems in other classes where the pupils were known to enjoy throwing!  Another finding therefore of the project was that each object should be assessed by the teacher for its suitability with particular children. 
Conclusion
What were the lessons for the future that we derived from the research? Our main finding was that the Held in the Hand objects provided a great stimulus for the pupils’ own work and gave much enjoyment and that given the right approach their use provides opportunities for experiential and other kinds of learning. Sensory investigation of artworks prompted communication, interaction and inquisitive exploration between peers and between pupils and adults. Differing approaches to teaching and learning were explored and observed, enhancing classroom delivery and encouraging pupil independence, ownership and choice.  
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