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Introducing 
Blue Cabin
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Blue Cabin’s mission is to nurture meaningful relationships between 
care-experienced people (CEP) and the people and organisations 
in their lives. ‘People’ includes trusted adults including foster 
carers, family members, social workers, key workers and artists. 
‘Organisations’ include local authorities, schools and charities. 

We’re the only creative charity in England that focuses all its work 
on CEP. By ‘care-experienced,’ we mean a child or young person in 
care, or a young person who is leaving care - someone cared for by 
their local authority, known as a ‘looked-after child’. They might be 
living in a children’s home, or with foster parents, or in some other 
family arrangement. 

We are an arts organisation that converted to a charity in 2021, 
having been established as a Community Interest Company (CIC) 
in 2016. We see the creative potential in every CEP and through 
our cross-artform work we support them to develop positive 
relationships and express their desires and hopes for the future. 

Our pedagogical approach is underpinned by a philosophy of 
equality and social justice. CEP are supported to explore their 
creative identity by being part of sessions which are responsive 
to their social and emotional wellbeing. Through this approach, 
opportunities arise to develop positive, meaningful relationships 
with others. 

Our registered office is in Gateshead, and over 80% of our work 
takes place in Levelling Up for Culture Places in the North East. We 
also work nationally, facilitating training for other arts organisations, 
and sharing learning to inform policy and legislation.
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Creative 
Consultation 
Background
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In April 2022, Blue Cabin was commissioned by Artsmark* to carry 
out a creative consultation with care-experienced children and 
young people in the North East, to understand their views of art 
and creativity within their Virtual School experience. 

*Artsmark is an Arts Council England Programme that supports 
education settings to bring learning to life through arts, culture and 
creativity.

The consultation with children and young people was part of a 
wider consultation with Virtual School staff in London and the North 
West, to look at whether Artsmark could be a beneficial programme 
for Virtual Schools across the country.

Blue Cabin worked in partnership with Head of the Virtual School at 
Darlington, Calvin Kipling, and delivered the creative consultations 
across three Local Authority (LA) areas: 

Darlington

Hartlepool

   Redcar and Cleveland

All of these areas are priority areas for Arts Council England (ACE).
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Artsmark identified a number of key questions that they wanted us 
to ask children and young people as part of the consultation:

1. Inside and Outside School
- What do you do in school/education that is creative?

- What do you do outside of school/education that is creative? 

Outcome: To understand what is being offered to children and 
young people in school settings
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2. Creative Opportunities
- What creative activities or opportunities would you like to get 
involved in? 

- Is there someone who supports or encourages you to take part in 
creative activities? Who is that?

- Would you like someone to support or encourage you to take part 
in creative activities? Who would this be?

Outcome: To understand what creative opportunities children and 
young people want to get involved in and how they would like to 
engage in the arts

3. Visiting Venues and
    Arts Organisations
- Have you been to an arts venue before? If so, who did you go 
with? What did you see or do? Did you enjoy your visit?

- Would you like to go to arts venues in the future? What would 
you like to see or do at these venues?  

Outcome: To understand what arts venues can do to support 
children and young people attending and engaging in the arts
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Blue Cabin worked with a team of artists and the three Local 
Authorities (LAs) to develop each creative consultation day. Our 
work is informed by Social Pedagogy and The Learning Framework 
for Artist Pedagogues and we therefore ensured that each day was 
underpinned by the following principles:

Aspire to provide the best for all children, to build confidence 
and open doors to opportunity. 

Ensure safe boundaries of confidentiality for the 
exchange of information and the building of mutual relationships. 

Work with our head, hands and heart to support 
children’s wellbeing and to make sure that the approach to creative 
practice is flexible. This is to accommodate the variety of situations 
that may arise for care-experienced children and young people and 
the children’s responses to these. 

Aim high with regard to artistic achievement and at the same 
time be realistic about what is achievable. Ensuring the child’s 
wellbeing must be given priority over other considerations. 

Work in partnership with carers and members of 
children’s services to ensure children’s participation is adequately 
supported and resourced. Keep children and workers safe from 
harm, by putting child protection procedures, appropriate risk 
assessments and enhanced DBS checks in place.

Reflect on our practice based on the values and principles of 
Social Pedagogy. 
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Rights of a 
child to be 
heard
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We were especially mindful of listening to and respecting 
the contributions of each child and young person, whilst also 
acknowledging that the content of these contributions might fall 
outside of the definitions of ‘creativity’ and ‘cultural venues’ that 
Arts Council England has. 
The Learning Framework for Artist Pedagogues provides a helpful 
reminder of why this is so key:

‘Artist pedagogues do not limit their understanding of children’s 
rights to procedures and legislation. They believe that children have 
a right to contribute their experience and ideas to the activities 
in which they participate – creative and otherwise.  A strength of 
creative practice is that it is a means by which children’s voices may 
be heard about matters that concern them deeply.’

We have therefore included every piece of feedback children 
and young people gave across the three days, in response to the 
questions that we posed.
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Development
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You are invited to 

Get Creative! Darlington

Join artists Paul and Laura to create and 
make wonderful things, and explore what 

creativity means to you.

Make something 
to take away with you.

There are 16 places available. Please complete the booking form and send to jane@wearebluecabin.com by Wed 15th June.

to attend
FREEYears 3

 - 6
 

(7 - 1
1 year 

olds)

No experience necessary We’ll provide lunch,refreshments+ all materials

You will...

Professional artists, staff from Blue Cabin & the Virtual School. (Adults are welcome to stay & support the day)Who’ll be there?

When? Where?

Darlington Hippodrome 
Parkgate, Darlington DL1 1RR

Have YOUR voice heard 
in a national consultation about 
Artsmark for Arts Council England!

Saturday 25th June 2022
10am – 3.30pm

The three LAs have had different levels of involvement with Blue 
Cabin. Darlington have been working regularly with Blue Cabin 
since 2018, Redcar since 2020 whereas Hartlepool is a new LA 
partner for Blue Cabin. All three LAs had taken part in a recent 
Arts Award consultation with Blue Cabin, commissioned by Culture 
Bridge North East. LAs took the lead on recruiting children and 
young people to each day, using information and marketing 
material provided by Blue Cabin.
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Delivery

Each day was offered to a maximum number of 16 children /
young people. Each day had a number of ‘no shows’, meaning 
we consulted with 26 children and young people in total. This is 
common when working with care-experienced children, young 
people and families. There are several reasons for this:

- There can be last minute changes to family (or contact) time

- If carers have no other childcare options for other children in 
  the family

- The weather - if it’s a nice day, they may change plans and 
  go to the seaside/park together, instead of being inside

- Sometimes carers can lack confidence in attending arts-based 
  sessions and events themselves if they feel they are not artistic 
  or creative

- Not being familiar/comfortable with the venue.
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Each LA contributed staff time in kind to support the delivery days. 
Two or three members of staff from each Virtual School staffed each 
day. They included Education Officers, Heads and Pupil Inclusion 
Officers. This was invaluable, as they know the children and young 
people, and their carers. Seeing familiar faces helped the children 
and young people to feel secure and safe when first arriving. Virtual 
School staff were able to sit alongside children and young people, 
to help them with the creative tasks, and also encourage responses. 
They were also able to double-check any access and dietary 
requirements with carers.

Alongside the Blue Cabin Artists who facilitated each day, Blue 
Cabin ensured that an additional two or three team members 
staffed each day – this included either employees, associates and/
or trustees. Blue Cabin staff members took on a variety of roles, 
including supporting children and young people with creative 
activities and encouraging responses, overall support, and 
management of sessions, and organising catering and refreshments.

Local Authority            Age Range                 Date               Booked      Attended

Redcar and Cleveland    5-10 year olds        May Half Term           14                   7

Hartlepool                     11-14 year olds       May Half Term           11                 10

Darlington                      7-11 year olds        Sat 25th June            11                   9
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The adult to child/young person ratio was important. It can feel 
like there might be too many adults in the room, but it is crucial. 
The needs of some of the children and young people mean that 
they require 1 to 1 support, or very small group working. Having 
dedicated staff working with small groups, and a couple of staff 
‘floating’ helped the days to run smoothly. 

Timings for each day were 10am – 3pm (for the younger children 
at Redcar), or 10am – 3:30pm in Hartlepool and Darlington. The 
timings were designed to:

- be different from a school day, with a later start time,   
  acknowledging the holidays/Saturday dates

- be long enough to ensure we were able to cover all the questions 
  and to ensure that participants had something creative to take 
  away with them at the end of the day

- be short enough to not be overwhelming/exhausting

- have short morning and afternoon breaks, along with a half hour 
  lunch, with lunch provided.
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Redcar and Cleveland at Tuned In, Redcar
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Artist Elena Miller facilitated the day with 
seven children aged 5 - 10, along with their 
carers. Elena led the day using the concept 
of ‘The Island of Creativity.’

After some active warm-ups, which included discussions around 
what they thought creativity was, the children created paper boats. 
They wrote down creative things they had done inside and outside 
of school on their boats. 

This was followed by creating their own jar of sand. Each colour 
represented a different activity they would like to try. The group 
then moved on to thinking about who helps them with creative 
activities, by decorating peg dolls. 

The final consultation activity involved decorating their arts venue. 
Everything they created was added to ‘The Island of Creativity’. 
To finish the day off, children made paper kites and/or clay 
creatures to take home with them. The plan had been to fly the 
kites on the beach, but the rain arrived just before home time.
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Hartlepool 

at the Centre for Excellence 

in Creative Arts
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Artists Elena Miller and Nicola Golightly 
co-delivered the Hartlepool day with 10 
young people aged 11 - 14. 

The Virtual School had indicated that the young people would be 
interested in doing graffiti, and so a street art-based concept was 
adopted. The day began with introduction games and activities, 
including a doodle jam to think about what creativity is. 

Elena and Nicola then facilitated separately, splitting the group into 
two groups of five. Nicola used maps/zines to support the young 
people to think about what creative activities they did in and out of 
school. She then used ‘mini figures’ to support the young people 
to think about creative mentors/who supports them to do creative 
activities. 

Elena used a graffiti wall for young people to think about what 
creative activities they’ve done, and which ones they would like to 
try. The young people decorated ‘mini-venues’ to think about arts 
venues they’ve been to, and which ones they’d like to go to.

To finish the day off, young people chose which activity they wanted 
to do: decorating bags with Elena and badge making and trainer 
design with Nicola.
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Darlington at Darlington Hippodrome
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Artists Laura Degnan and Paul Murray 
co-facilitated the Darlington day with nine 
children aged 7 - 11. One carer stayed to 
support their child. Laura and Paul used the 
concept of ‘Art Town’ to deliver the day. 

After the introduction and warm-up games, Laura and Paul 
facilitated a group conversation about arts venues. 

The children then created their own paper arts venue, writing 
down and talking about the creative activities that happen there. 
A doodle jam then got the children thinking about the creative 
activities they do inside and outside school. 

They created paper trees to think about what kind of creative 
activities they would like to get involved in. 

Laura and Paul led a conversation about what makes a good 
creative mentor, writing responses up on the flipchart. Whilst 
all these things were happening in one room, Art Town was 
developing in another, with Laura working with two children at a 
time to film Art Town with an iPad. 

Children took what they had made home with them, along with 
additional materials for carrying on their creativity at home.
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Findings
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What do 
you do in 
school that 
is creative?
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- Art, music, and singing were identified as the creative activities 
  that most children and young people did in school (29% each).

- 11% of children and young people said they did crafts 
   and English/creative writing (11%).

- Only 9% of children and young people said they did drama, 
  and 6% said they did dance.

- Children and young people also described food tech, 
  forest school and baking as creative.

One child said 

“We raise money and draw things. 
  We have cool clubs like art club.”
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What do you 
do outside 
of school 
that is 
creative?

31



Music and singing were by far the most popular artform that 
children and young people participate in outside of school, with 
32% saying they did this. The next most popular was dance, at 17%.

12% took part in art, and 10% took part in crafts, computer games 
and hair, make-up, and special effects. Only 5% said they took part 
in reading/writing stories.

Children also described Rainbows, camping, swimming, riding their 
bikes, baking, walking their dogs, kites, Lego, sport and going to 
the beach as creative. (This could be because they understood 
the question as ‘what do you do outside of school’ rather than the 
question specifically being about creativity).

A couple of the children talked about their Dads being artists, and 
they ‘did art from/with them’.
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What creative 
activities or 
opportunities 
would you like 
to get involved 
in?
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As we were working with a younger age range (5 – 10 year olds) 
in Redcar and Cleveland this question was posed alongside some 
defined activities/opportunities so that children could tick the things 
they’d like to try.

In Darlington (7 – 11 year olds) and Hartlepool (11 – 14 year olds), 
this question was posed as an open question, with responses being 
led by the children and young people

Redcar and Cleveland (5 – 10 year olds)

There was a lot of enthusiasm in Redcar for visiting a theatre: seeing 
a show, going backstage and doing some drama games. Most 
children also wanted to be in a show onstage.

They all wanted to paint, with most wanting to learn how to draw, 
print and make a model or sculpture.

There was a mixed response for dance, with just over half the group 
wanting to learn a dance routine, learn a new type of dance and 
perform.

There was less enthusiasm for music. Only a few wanted to learn to 
sing or to learn an instrument.
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Darlington (7 – 11 year olds) and 
Hartlepool (11 – 14 year olds)

35% of children and young people wanted to try art, followed by 

23% who wanted to take part in design, style and fashion.

15% wanted to try dance and ceramics, with 

12% wanting to try acting/ drama.

Other creative things mentioned were magic, music, photography, 
creative writing, cooking, ‘You Tubes’ (creating and filming YouTube 
content), supernatural and concert. NB Art includes animation, 
collage, and illustration.
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Is there 
someone who 
supports or 
encourages 
you to take 
part in creative 
activities? 

Who is that?
37



Children and young people found this a difficult question. The 
questions about creative mentoring were the most challenging, 
specifically during the Redcar and Cleveland (5 – 10 year olds) 
and Hartlepool (11 – 14 year olds) days. This could be for several 
reasons:

- because children didn’t want to talk about the people in their lives

- it was a difficult concept for some children and young people

One of the Virtual School staff talked about children and young 
people often relying on themselves for things in their lives, and so 
thinking about others who have supported them might be difficult.

Responses included themselves, foster carers, social workers, 
friends and family. No-one said they would like a creative mentor.

As a result of this learning during the first two days, we made the 
decision to ask a different question at the Darlington day to see 
if this proved to be clearer and/or elicited different responses. 
Artists facilitated a discussion with the children (7 – 11 year olds), 
which resulted in asking the question, what makes a good creative 
mentor? The responses were insightful, rich, and thoughtful:
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Have you been 
to an arts 
venue before? 
If so, who did 
you go with? 

What did you 
see or do? Did 
you enjoy your 
visit?
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The majority of children and young people had been to an arts 
venue before, with only one saying they hadn’t. They visited with 
family and friends. Theatres, galleries, museums, concerts and 
dance academies were all cited as venues they had visited. One of 
the young people described school as an arts venue, with another 
saying the gym. 

They mostly enjoyed their visits, with only one saying they didn’t 
like ‘the show’.

When asked what they liked about it, they said:

- Meeting people

- Everything

- You got to learn about space

- It was good. They had great costumes. I design my own

- That we could freestyle it

- Didn’t really like art but it was fine

The young person who didn’t like it said, ‘Because it was plain – 
need more things to do rather than just look.’
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Would you like 
to go to arts 
venues in the 
future?  

What would 
you like to see 
or do at these 
venues?  

41



In Redcar, the younger children (5 – 10 year olds) mostly described 
their ‘fantasy’ arts venue, as opposed to real world arts venues 
that currently exist. They wanted their venues to have fashion and 
jewellery, swings, water, spaceship models, spacemen, weights, 
pull-up bars, squat bars. One child said:

“Presents. So much stuff. Playroom. A horse. 
Arts and crafts. Paints, glue, glitter, chairs 
(sparkly), rabbit cage and dogs”

In Hartlepool (11 – 14 year olds), young people mostly said they 
would like to visit an arts venue in the future, with just one saying 
no. Some young people said they’d like to visit festivals and music 
venues, and others weren’t sure where they wanted to visit.
They said they would like to look at different types of art, see Lady 
Gaga and hear people singing. They also wanted to listen to, and 
make, music.

In Darlington (7 – 11 year olds), children listed several very specific 
venues they would like to attend, including Peppa Pig World, Paint 
and Create, Billingham Forum, Theatre Hullabaloo, and Durham 
Gala Theatre. When the artists asked the young people to create 
their arts venue, they asked what type of creative activities happen 
in their venue. The responses covered many artforms and ideas:

- Fashion: costume design, fashion shows, hair and make-up

- Performance: aerial, singing, dancing

- Design and digital: set design, graphic design, stop frame 
animation, digital painting

- Visual art: collage, sculpture, watercolours, painting and drawing, 
paint pouring.
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Learning and
Recommendations
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The learning and recommendations are 
posed as questions, and have been compiled 
from a variety of sources, including:

• Analysing the findings from participants

• End of the day reflection meetings with 
      staff from Blue Cabin and each LA

• Artist reflection sessions
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Smaller group sizes worked well for the children 
and young people. How best can Artsmark 
support Virtual Schools to facilitate arts and 
cultural opportunities for small groups?

Carer confidence and engagement makes a 
big difference in participation. How best can 
Artsmark support Virtual Schools to engage 
with carers?

Children and young people were keen to 
participate in all the hands-on activities, 
wanting to try things out and have a go. How 
best can Artsmark support Virtual Schools to 
offer a range of arts and cultural activities?

How best can Artsmark support Virtual 
Schools to capture the arts and cultural 
activities that children and young people 
take part in outside of school?

1

2

3

4
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All three places (Redcar and Cleveland, 
Hartlepool and Darlington) are priority places 
for Artsmark. How best can Artsmark support 
Virtual Schools to engage with the arts and 
cultural venues that are within their local 
area, as well as visits to, and from, other 
arts and cultural organisations?

Is there a way for Artsmark to work with 
LA arts and cultural venues, (as corporate 
parents) and funded organisations, to 
provide an offer to care-experienced 
children and young people, e.g. free tickets/
workshops/memberships? 

How best can a Virtual Schools Artsmark 
support links with the children and young 
people’s individual schools around arts and 
culture?

6

5

7
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1 From Department for Education (DfE) Data, we see that in 2019, 40.1% of non-looked after 

children achieved the threshold for English and Maths at GCSE. For looked after children this 

was 7.2% and 9.7% for children in need.

“53% of looked after children at the end of key stage 4 have a special educational need (SEN) 

identified, as do 48% of children in need. In comparison, only 14% of non-looked after children 

have a SEN. The higher prevalence of SEN amongst looked after children and children in 

need, in part, explains the gap in attainment compared to non-looked after children.”

To achieve Artsmark Gold and Platinum levels, 
should PEPs (Personal Education Plans) 
include questions about arts and culture?

Given that academic achievements of care-
experienced children and young people fall 
below their peers1,  should attaining arts-
based qualifications, such as Arts Award, 
be a requirement for Artsmark Gold and 
Platinum levels? 

Reading and writing outside of school was very 
low (only 5%). How best can a Virtual School’s 
Artsmark support reading and creative 
writing for care-experienced children and 
young people?

8

9
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What training needs to be in place for artists 
and arts/cultural organisations to work 
safely and effectively with care-experienced 
children and young people? 

What frameworks and ways of working 
can best support artists and cultural 
organisations to work safely and effectively 
with care - experienced children and young 
people, e.g. by using trauma-informed 
approaches,  The Learning Framework for 
Artist Pedagogues?

What training and support might Virtual 
Schools need to develop their arts and 
cultural offer?

11

13

12
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