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Within an emerging philosophy of contempo-
rary gallery education, new pedagogies are 
required to meet the demands of looking at 
art, with increasingly varied constituent 
groups. Strategies that aim to empower young 
learners come from an ideological framework 
in which knowledge is negotiated and local 
significances are produced conversationally 
by learners and facilitators. Tension exists 
between the ideological position and the role 
of the gallery as ‘expert’: this conflict creates 
ambivalence towards the learner. The 
discourse of the ‘expert’ and the discourse of 
‘local negotiation’ employ different pedagogic 
strategies, creating tension in the ways in 
which knowledge is reproduced for the visitor 
and participant. This article explores interroga-
tory pilot work with young people at Tate 
Modern. I use a hermeneutical approach to 
explore the interpretive roles of facilitator and 
participant when language-based strategies 
are used to look at art. This research aims to 
construct a pedagogy that enables young 

people to learn about art in ways that take 
account of their situation as learners.
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410 Introduction
This article explores the production of knowl-
edge at contemporary, publicly funded, collec-
tion-based galleries. It examines the different 
interpretative strategies used by curators, visi-
tors, facilitators and participants, and the chal-
lenges faced by young people’s programmers 
who strive to make the institution more welcom-
ing to new audiences.

Recent research, policy and funding has 
promoted opportunities for young people to 
access culture in order to engage them in learn-
ing, fulfil their potential and enable their full 
participation in society (Feixa et al. 2011). The 
inclusion agenda and arts for all initiatives have 
led towards approaches to learning that aim to 
empower young people or ‘contribute to the 
undoing of privilege’ (Addison 2008). The 
twenty-first century museum continually aims 
to diversify audiences, promoting opportunities 
for everyone to enjoy art (Matarasso 2005, 7). 
This article explores some pedagogical incon-
sistencies in the way that the gallery approaches 
new and established audiences. It points 
towards new pedagogies and calls for a rethink 
of current ideas about equality and what we 
need to do in order to achieve it.

Contemporary approaches to gallery educa-
tion have emerged over the past 25 years. There 
is a long history of school groups visiting muse-
ums (Hein 1998; Hooper-Greenhill 2007; 
Selwood et al. 1994), but programmes that are 
specifically for young people over 15 years of 
age visiting the gallery independently are rela-
tively new. Since 1994 Tate Liverpool has 
pioneered new approaches to working with 
young people through the Young Tate 
programme. Raw Canvas was established at 
Tate Modern in 1999 and was informed by the 
structure, working method and values of Young 
Tate. Whilst many similarities remain, each 
programme is designed to respond to the local 
audience and, as a result, programming at each 
site is developed in differing ways. 

Research has found that young people stop 
visiting cultural venues at around 14 years of age 
(Harland & Kinder 1999). Raw Canvas is for15–23 
year-olds who come to the gallery outside of 

school hours. These younger visitors are not 
accompanied by a family member or on a school 
trip, but come by themselves or with their 
friends. The overarching aim is to create young 
cultural consumers from diverse backgrounds 
and in so doing to foster a lifelong interest in art 
in order to change the demographic of adult 
gallery visitors in the future. 

Galleries are active places; culture is availa-
ble to the public, art works are conserved and 
displayed and knowledge is produced. A variety 
of knowledge is generated: art historical, 
conservationist, cultural, institutional, knowl-
edge about audiences, knowledge about learn-
ing and socio-cultural knowledge. In this article 
I focus on knowledge about art and the tension 
between the gallery’s role as expert and as a site 
for empowerment. I will discuss two distinct 
types of knowledge that are produced at the 
gallery and the divergent pedagogic strategies 
that create tension in the ways in which knowl-
edge is ‘produced’ or ‘reproduced’ for the visitor 
and for the participant. I will explore the ways in 
which contrasting attitudes towards interpreta-
tion produce problems for the aims of young 
people’s programmes. 

The production of knowledge at the gallery
Galleries and art museums have many func-
tions. Some are iconic and some focus on edifi-
cation by participating in the life of their local 
community. They are all, at times, scholarly, 
social, entertaining and educational. When 
museums were first opened to the public their 
learning aims were central to the cultural offer 
that was made. By the 1920s the learning aims 
had been sidelined in favour of conservation and 
preservation of the art works in their care. In 
recent years the learning agenda has once again 
become relatively central to cultural organisa-
tions. Accompanying this development is an 
increased imperative to understand and negoti-
ate the scholarly and public roles of the museum. 
Hein (1998, 3) asserts that ‘education [is] a 
crucial museum function’, although Hooper-
Greenhill (1991, 25) points out that whilst ‘educa-
tion had been the prime function of the museum’ 
during the nineteenth century, ‘by the 1920s this 

Esther Sayers

iJADE 30.3 (2011)
© 2011 The Author. iJADE © 2011 NSEAD/Blackwell Publishing Ltd

JADE 30.3 Text AW.indd   410 13/10/2011   15:45



411conviction … was under attack’. At this time 
curators became more interested in accumulat-
ing collections and from then on providing a 
service to the museum user was not considered 
to be the primary function. ‘Trustees, govern-
ment, funding bodies and sponsors [will] each 
have their own view of the status and purpose of 
the gallery, denying any notion of the gallery as a 
“neutral” space’ (Selwood et al., 1994). 

In contemporary gallery education youth 
programmes have attempted to engage disen-
franchised and uninterested young people. The 
strategies used challenge the orthodoxy of 
canonical knowledge and uphold inclusive 
ideologies where all workshop participants are 
invited to participate in the production of mean-
ing. When a viewer encounters an artwork and 
tries to understand it, making meaning is the 
primary goal (Hooper-Greenhill 2000a; 2000b, 
136).Although the learner and the curator are 
both engaged in a search for meaning, two 
fundamentally different approaches can be 
observed. Some gallery activities are governed 
by an approach to learning which involves a 
search for ‘objective truth’, whilst others are 
characterised by an approach in which ‘local 
significance’ is negotiated by participants and is 
considered to be more important than arriving at 
a fixed meaning or ‘truth’ about a work. 

The emancipatory function of youth 
programmes places great importance on the 
potential of meaning making as a strategy for 
giving power to the disenfranchised individual. 
Before the 1832 Reform Act it was thought that 
only the upper classes had the sensibility to 
appreciate art (Selwood et al.1994). Indeed, the 
general public were only allowed into museums 
from the mid nineteenth century. Since then 
there has been much support for the idea that 
culture has an improving influence on people’s 
lives. As such, government and philanthropists 
have gone to great lengths to ensure that 
cultural learning is available to all sections of 
society. Emancipatory ideologies argue that 
learning to interpret the visual and to make 
meaning from the world around is a vital part of 
person formation. As Mieke Bal asserts, the 
interpretive agent plays an important part in the 

process of meaning making. She talks about a 
model of semiotics in which the viewer plays an 
integral role: semiology ‘is centrally concerned 
with reception’ (Bal & Bryson 1991, 184). 

Barthes (1977, 147) asserts that an image or 
text does not possess an essential meaning: ‘to 
give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that 
text, to furnish it with a final signified, to close 
the writing’. Although the artist/author has an 
intention, it is the reader or viewer who creates a 
proliferation of meanings around the work: ‘The 
reader who reads the text brings to it other 
voices and reads into it textual material which 
transforms this area of meaning far beyond the 
author’s intention’ (Olsen, 1990). Or as Spivak 
(1976) asserts: ‘The text belongs to language 
and not to the sovereign and generating author.’ 
Therefore, what the viewer brings to the work 
will play a significant role in any readings that are 
made. It follows that if you introduce more 
people to art with a range of different back-
grounds then you will get a plurality of readings. 
Stuart Hall elaborates on the theoretical context 
of audience studies. He rejects a linear model 
for the transmission of meaning from author to 
audience and sets up the idea of two parallel 
processes working simultaneously, encoding 
and decoding (Rose 2007): ‘the moments of 
“encoding” and “decoding” though only “rela-
tively autonomous” in relation to the communi-
cative process as a whole are determinate 
moments’ (Hall 1980). This idea of plurality is an 
important precept for group work in which 
participants are discussing meaning in art 
works. Different interpretations are made and 
with them an acknowledgement of different 
viewpoints; it is up to the facilitator to summa-
rise by repeating the range of views back to the 
group. And in order to establish a pool of possi-
bilities that are relevant to all the interpretive 
agents, a peer-to-peer approach to discussion is 
particularly valuable.

When Tate Modern opened in 2000 it took an 
approach to collection displays that was 
thematic rather than chronological as had been 
traditional in collection-based art museums. At 
that time the learning team were very much 
involved in thinking about new audiences for art. 
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412 In this context the thematic hang was helpful 
because it allowed for discussions to take place 
in the gallery that referred to ‘old’ and ‘new’ 
works simultaneously. The context provided 
opportunities for discussions that focused on 
the process and the art object without the need 
to begin every discussion with the historical 
context of the work. Whilst this approach does 
not follow a traditional, academic approach to 
looking at art, the aim was to engage new audi-
ences and for that the non-chronological display 
created a productive site for discussion. Toby 
Jackson, Head of Interpretation and Education 
from 1999 to 2005, asked ‘What does it mean to 
be in a gallery space and not a classroom? What 
kinds of interaction are possible here? (Jackson, 
talking to the author on 9 February 2009). The 
public nature of the context was very different 
from a school, college or university. The number 
of visitors far exceeded the gallery’s expecta-
tions and new programmes had to be created 
that could cater for large numbers. With the 
opening of Tate Modern came a new environ-
ment for viewing modern and contemporary art, 
a place that was popular and untraditional. As 
Jackson states:

we had to turn around the usual model of the 
museum artefact being received by the public. It 
was a huge departure from the idea of the compli-
ant, uneducated public who would be given 
meaning by the ‘experts’ at the gallery. Enabling 
multiple voices to speak about the art was an 
important feature and with that the primacy of the 
non-expert voice. One of the key concepts that 
defined the department was about ‘giving author-
ity to those who have none.’ (Jacob 2000)

In her paper ‘Competing for an audience: enter-
tainment vs. education’, Jacob asked: ‘Who is 
given authority to speak in the space of the 
museum? Everyone has a “voice” and, everyone 
should be heard and be given the opportunity to 
be challenged.’

The key to building new audiences who feel 
ownership of the art is to enable an interaction 
to take place in the gallery space that is mean-
ingful to them. 

Contrasting paradigms of knowledge
The scholarly and emancipatory paradigms of 
knowledge at work in the gallery determine atti-
tudes towards the art and the programmes that 
seek to illuminate it for the public. The two 
models have different dynamics. One is driven 
by a scholarly elitism, which has been upheld 
within the gallery since its inception in the late 
1800s. The other is egalitarian, philanthropic 
and aimed at those who do not have access. The 
scholarly approach embraces the fact that some 
people have a priori knowledge allowing them 
intellectual access to exhibitions as the curator 
intended. This knowledge is that of the highly 
educated subject. The art works and the way 
they are displayed serve to reconfirm the 
educated subject’s position. Such people 
possess, in Bourdieu’s terminology ‘cultural 
capital’. ‘According to Bourdieu, works of art can 
have meaning only for those with sufficient 
“cultural capital” at their disposal’ (Kockel 2000). 
‘True distinction, besides, always affects to 
address only distinguished persons who know 
the same customs, and it does not “explain”’ 
(Bourdieu 1979, 499).

The egalitarian approach to knowledge 
asserts that culture is for everyone and that 
anyone can have a meaningful exchange with 
cultural objects if the circumstances are 
managed effectively. It could be argued that this 
approach implies an initial deficit, a lack of 
culture that needs to be corrected, but equally 
one could argue that this approach presupposes 
an idea of equality of intelligences (Rancière 
2010). Gallery education departments attempt 
to be non-didactic, to be open and inclusive. 
Located within a constructivist epistemology, 
they emphasise the creative activity of the 
learner above the status of the knowledge. 

When we think about the process of looking 
at art, conflict exists between scholarly strate-
gies that are concerned with ‘cultural reproduc-
tion’ and egalitarian strategies that are 
concerned with ‘cultural conversation’ or ‘nego-
tiated interpretation’. This conflict is explicated 
in the debate about ‘reproduction’ that defines 
the difference between conservative and 
moderate hermeneutics as described by 
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413Gallagher (1992). Hermeneutics is the study of 
interpretation and meaning. It accepts that 
experience is vital to understanding, although 
which experiences are valid is the subject of 
debate. Educational strategies in the gallery 
have established an approach to learning that 
uses the learner’s lived-experience as an inter-
pretive tool. In the debate about reproduction, 
Gallagher, Hirsch and Gadamer argue about the 
importance of ‘truth’ in interpretation: ‘Given the 
prejudicial nature of interpretation, is it ever 
possible to achieve an objectively valid interpre-
tation?’ (Gallagher 1992,12).

In this debate Gallagher cites the conserva-
tive hermeneutics of Hirsch and the moderate 
hermeneutics of Gadamer. Starting from the 
assumption that any interpretation is biased in 
some way, this debate acknowledges that an 
interpretation can be constrained by the preju-
dices of the author. A key question in the debate 
is ‘Is the interpretation correct?’ The conserva-
tive hermeneutics of Hirsch are concerned that 
the interpretation must be objective (not arbi-
trary). Gadamer argues that it is not possible to 
make an entirely objective interpretation, in that 
the interpreter plays an intrinsic part in the 
meaning that is made. Hirsch argues that mean-
ing is fixed within the object and that we should 
not confuse ‘meaning’ with ‘significance’. There 
is a difference between ‘the meaning of a text’ 
(which is unchanging) and ‘the meaning of a text 
to us today’ [its significance] (which changes) 
(Hirsch 1965, 498). So Hirsch makes a distinc-
tion between meaning that is inherent to an 
artwork, for example, and how it is made mean-
ingful in the way we interpret. Educational activ-
ities are not intended to change the ‘meaning’ of 
an artwork, but they are intended to make it 
meaningful to the interpreter. If, as Gadamer 
insists, new meaning is produced, then what 
happens to it? Does a reservoir of new meaning 
about an artwork begin to grow? 

The conservative idea of the interpreter 
corresponds to Hooper-Greenhill’s ‘knowing 
subjects’ in her model of nineteenth-century 
visitors who engaged in ‘learning at a glance’ 
and could assimilate knowledge from an exhibi-
tion through their already constituted position 

as ‘knowing subjects’ with the appropriate 
cultural capital. (2007, 190). In this model the visi-
tor already has a high level of knowledge about 
art, they can ‘enter the conversation’ at a similar 
point as the Exhibition Curator. In this instance 
meaning is fixed, it exists within the canon and is 
agreed by both parties. When the meaning that 
is reached corresponds to canonical knowledge 
about the work, then the interpreter’s subjectiv-
ity remains ‘concealed’ and the interpretation 
can be described as objective. Whilst there have 
been remarkable exceptions, the overriding 
orthodoxy of exhibitions in national, collection-
based galleries reflects Hirsch’s conservative 
hermeneutic insisting that there is an essential 
truth within the art work that viewers should 
return to in order to make a valid interpretation. 
Gadamer disagrees with Hirsch: he asserts that 
meaning is not reproduced by the interpreter 
but, rather, new meaning is produced. Gadamer 
supposes that ‘every attempt at reproduction 
involves a production of new meaning, and thus, 
strict reproduction is not possible’ (Gallagher 
1992, 15).

The debate around ‘reproduction’ in contem-
porary hermeneutic thought sheds light on an 
area of gallery education pedagogy where 
confusion exists. Some gallery activities are 
governed by a conservative approach to learn-
ing in which participants search for a specific 
meaning and others are characterised by a 
moderate approach in which ‘local significance’ 
is considered to be more important. Often the 
learning for participants who are more familiar 
and confident with art is structured in a conserv-
ative way and moderate strategies are used for 
those who are less familiar and less confident. 
For example, during a workshop the facilitator is 
constantly making decisions about how to 
engage participants in the work. If we imagine 
that there is a scale where the artwork exists at 
one end, with the viewer at the other, then the 
facilitator moves in between. With a confident 
participant, the facilitator, metaphorically, stays 
close to the artwork and through questioning 
draws the participant out of their subjectivity 
and ‘into’ the work. With a more reluctant 
learner, the dialogue is more conversational and 
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414 stays closer to the viewer. Here the facilitator 
looks for ‘hooks’ to emerge between their 
subjective experience and the artwork. The 
concern for the ‘status’ of the learner in conserv-
ative hermeneutic thought sits uneasily with 
gallery education strategies that attempt to 
engage disenfranchised and disinterested 
young people. In the conservative model Betti 
(1957) placed importance on ‘the subjectivity of 
the interpreter and [the interpreter’s] awareness 
of the preconditions of his ability to understand 
in a manner adequate to the subject-matter’ 
(see Gallagher 1992).

His insistence on ‘preconditions’ for under-
standing mean that only some people have the 
required ability to access certain material. This 
notion sits uncomfortably with gallery 
approaches to learning that aim to offer equality 
of access regardless of the learners’ status or 
level of education. 

All visitors use previous knowledge to make 
sense of artwork: for the ‘educated’ audience 
familiar with art historical scholarship, this 
‘schema’ corresponds to the expert voice and 
reproduces the meaning written about the 
work. Scholarly knowledge is conservative, 
didactic, canonical; it can be found in text panels 
and exhibition design where the viewer is 
informed about the work by an expert. Exhibi-
tion displays are authored and the learner is 
required to break out of their historical or cultural 
situation to appreciate the display as the author 
intended. In this exchange objective ‘truth’ is 
asserted. 

On the other hand, emancipatory knowledge 
is egalitarian; it aims to create access for the 
maximum number of people. It is such negoti-
ated knowledge that tends to drive learning 
programmes. Here the ‘truth’ about the work is 
not predetermined: the interpretation of the 
work is arrived at by the individual, according to 
their own knowledge and experience. The 
learner participates with the author/artist in 
putting together meaning: no objective ‘truth’ is 
sought. In the elitist view, the ‘truth’ about the 
work already exists and is reproduced by the 
visitor who is able to comprehend it. An alterna-
tive view is that one, singular ‘truth’ cannot be 

reproduced by the visitor because each person 
brings a different set of prior experiences. The 
viewer generates knowledge through a process 
of negotiation. The knowledge produced is 
unique in each case and is subject to change, as 
such ‘knowing’ is an active state developed as a 
result of lived experience. In this view it is essen-
tial that young people are provided with the 
skills to form their own knowledge and under-
standing of the world.

Recalling the debate about ‘reproduction’, 
the validity of the question ‘Is the interpretation 
correct?’ is important. The school system, in its 
more traditional didactic form, teaches young 
people to accede to the authority of experts. This 
conditioning, I would argue, is counterproduc-
tive when attempting to empower young people 
to make decisions and formulate their own opin-
ions. Peer-led pedagogies aim to disrupt the hier-
archies between teacher and pupil, the ‘expert’ 
and the ‘learner’ and, instead, create a ‘commu-
nity of learners’ in order to provide young people 
with the skills they need to take part in debate 
and to get their opinions heard. 

I will now discuss a workshop in which the 
production of ‘local’ meaning occurs and where 
new pedagogic strategies have been devel-
oped. We are all experts was a series of work-
shops that took place at Tate Modern on Friday 
nights during the summer of 2009. The 
programme was created by Raw Canvas peer-
leaders in collaboration with artists Emma Hart 
and Melanie Stidolph. It was an attempt to 
construct a new pedagogy, a new approach: 
one that acknowledged the power of the expert 
voice to an underconfident audience and one 
that sought to challenge the whole notion of the 
‘expert’ head on.

To enable many voices to be heard speaking 
about art it was important that the events were 
well attended by a varied group of interested 
parties. To this end multiple marketing 
approaches were used to reach the broadest 
range of young people demographically, educa-
tionally and culturally. Prior to each workshop 
Raw Canvas peer-leaders spent two hours 
handing out flyers to the young public inside the 
gallery and outside in the surrounding area. 

Esther Sayers

iJADE 30.3 (2011)
© 2011 The Author. iJADE © 2011 NSEAD/Blackwell Publishing Ltd

JADE 30.3 Text AW.indd   414 13/10/2011   15:45



415

There was also event information in the Tate 
events booklet, on the website, in the Raw 
Canvas newsletter, by email, on Facebook, 
through the blog (http://weareallexperts.word-
press.com/) and by word of mouth. The work-
shops attracted higher than expected numbers 
of people. The maximum group size for an effec-
tive discussion in the gallery is 20, but the highly 
visible nature of the event attracted many 
passers-by as well: on three occasions there 
were over 40 participants. The workshops were 
popular with adult visitors as well as young audi-
ences. The peer-leaders decided to permit 
adults to take part in the interests of having a 
variety of experiences enabling pluralist and 
multi-faceted interpretations to take place in an 
open, public-facing event without restrictions. 
Although considerable effort had been made to 
attract a broad range of participants, the work-
shops were mainly attended by young people in 
further or higher education; they did, however, 
attract at least two-thirds of young people from 
non-art subjects. Perhaps because of their 
stated aim to be non-canonical and not to have a 
traditionally expert voice, they failed to attract a 
specialist audience. This is interesting in think-
ing about which are the appropriate pedagogi-

cal approaches for programmes that aim to 
emancipate young people. It would seem that 
young people whose knowledge corresponds 
to the canon have less interest in events that aim 
to emancipate and more interest in didactic 
events whose purpose is to contribute to 
specialist subject knowledge. Equally, the work-
shops failed to attract a novice audience.

By holding an open discussion in public the 
aim was to challenge the canonical voice and 
conventional notions of who has the right to 
speak about art, and whose knowledge is valid 
in making interpretations of art. The Raw Canvas 
peer-leaders produced placards in the shape of 
speech balloons. On the placards were ques-
tions like ‘love it or hate it?’ and instructions like 
‘get the message’ and ‘trust your instincts’, or 
the beginning of a possible response ‘this 
reminds me of’. These were intended to urge 
the public to take part and to stake out some 
space in the gallery for the discussion to take 
place. The placards drew attention to the event 
but they also had the surprising effect of lending 
legitimacy to the group by giving them a pres-
ence in the gallery. One peer-leader, Katie 
Schwab, commented: ‘Raw Canvas activities 
always seem inherently antagonistic to the 
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Figure 1  
We are all experts, 
June 2009. Led by 
India Harvey (right 
front), the group 
ascends to the 
galleries at Tate 
Modern. Photo 
credit: James Deavin
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416 institution – whether it’s through waving plac-
ards, or playing music, or going to the gallery in 
fancy-dress.’

Entitling the series We are all experts was 
intended to purposefully avoid one singular 
voice being heard over and above the others. 
The approach of the facilitators was crucial to 
avoid being identified as the expert voice: the 
facilitators were not leading the group from the 
front, but instead positioned themselves within 
the group. A peer-led pedagogy was used for 
many reasons: to make participants feel at ease, 
to enhance the social nature of the session and 
the ensuing discussion, to provide a fresh 
perspective on modern and contemporary art, 
to avoid a traditional ‘expert’ voice which could 
be considered off-putting. The approach meant 
that instructions to participants were issued by 
their peers and, as such, were less authoritative 
and came across as ‘suggestion’ more than 
‘instruction’. Instead of using a didactic peda-
gogy, the artist educator and facilitators listened 
carefully to the discussion and interjected addi-
tional questions or extra ‘nuggets’ of informa-
tion about an artist, their work or the context in 
which it was made. This helped to steer the 
discussion and ensure that personal interpreta-
tions did not become too relativist in nature.

By inviting non-art specialist friends and 
acquaintances, Raw Canvas wanted their speak-
ers to use the ‘knowledges’ that young people 
already possess. They brought their prior knowl-
edge into the interpretations that they made. 
Here the pedagogy was about the primacy of 
the non-expert voice when making interpreta-
tions about art. It was also a kind of ‘social’ peda-
gogy that centred on the relationship of group 
members with each other, group members with 
the facilitators (including the peer-leaders) as 
well as between each individual and the art 
object. The interpretations were the result of 
complex dialogue between these agents. The 
underlying aim for the project came from Tate’s 
imperative to encourage ‘cultural omnivorous-
ness’ (Bennett et al. 2009) in young people and 
to encourage a new and more diverse genera-
tion of confident, cultural consumers who can 
make their own judgements: ‘Contemporary 

cultural advantage is pursued not through culti-
vating exclusive forms – of snobbishness or 
modernist abstraction – but through the capac-
ity to link, bridge, and span diverse and prolifer-
ating worlds’ (Bennett et al. 2009).

The series came from a desire to reject the 
emancipatory aims of youth programmes by 
creating ‘enthusiastic amateurs’ (Hall & 
Meecham 2003) rather than to be ‘educational’ 
and ‘good for’ young people. Claire Bishop 
(2007), in writing about relational aesthetics, has 
distinguished art projects which make space for 
critical thinking and allow the audience to be 
driven by their own interests and ‘passion for 
knowledge’; they are projects which often use 
an educational framework. She instances 
Thomas Hirschorn, who organised 24hr 
Foucault at the Palais de Tokyo, Paris in 2004. 
Rather than producing a straight academic 
conference, Hirschorn took an approach that 
was chaotic and multidisciplinary. It is signifi-
cant that he operates from a position of amateur 
enthusiast rather than informed professional. 
He said: ‘Concerning Foucault, I don’t under-
stand his philosophy, and I think that I don’t have 
to understand his philosophy in general, I am not 
a connoisseur. I am not a specialist; I am not a 
theoretician … I want to work as a fan’. The 
projects cited by Bishop in her article ‘rethink the 
possibility of non-alienated learning through the 
lessons of artistic sensibility’; this thinking 
informed the idea for We are all experts.

An ‘expert’ was invited to share their take on 
the work – not an art expert but an ‘inspirational 
peer’– the same age as the peer-leaders and 
invited by them. They were someone known to 
one of the group and whom they had found to be 
inspirational in some way. They were asked to 
select a work in advance and then to give a five-
minute talk that offered their viewpoint of that 
work and provided a personal context and 
threads of new meaning to form the starting 
point for discussion. This approach created an 
open and speculative forum in which partici-
pants felt at ease to offer their own ideas. The 
discussion was not without guidance, as an 
artist educator was always present to occasion-
ally steer the conversation or seek clarification if 
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Figure 2  
We are all experts, 
June 2009. Photo 
credit: James Deavin

Figure 3  
We are all experts, 
June 2009. Photo 
credit: Esther Sayers

the group began to make unsubstantiated 
claims for the work. Such facilitation was care-
fully executed so as not to introduce an expert 
voice that disturbed the very purpose of the 
group. Greater confidence was apparent 
towards the end of the workshop when more 
people were prepared to be heard voicing their 
own ideas rather than listening to one person or 
waiting for an expert to speak.

In Figure 3 the invited ‘expert’ talked about 
her experiences of growing up in Estonia in the 
1980s during occupation by the Soviet Union, 
when it was ‘under big great Russia’. She talked 
about going to school in Estonia before the 
country achieved independence in 1991 and she 
identified ‘Uncle Lenin and Uncle Stalin, as we 
had to call them’ in the posters on the walls, she 
described how ‘they rewrote the history books 
to say how great they were’. This personal view-
point of Estonian history had the audience capti-
vated, focused, the work began to open up to 
them, there were many questions and the 
speaker went on to share her reading of the 
work, other people ‘chipped-in’ and gradually an 
explanation of the work was arrived at which 
was meaningful to those involved in the discus-
sion. It was not spurious conjecture, but it did 
not correspond to the text panel in the gallery. 
For the group the work had new significance, it 
had become meaningful. They went around the 
gallery with different speakers who offered 
insights and or expertise that opened up an 
alternative point of view. One of the peer-lead-
ers, Chloe Cooper, commented:

I’ve previously thought quite critically about the 

‘expert’ role that we undertook as it actually rein-
forced the binary between expert and layperson 
instead of subverting it. The five-minute talk 
format sometimes eliminated dialogue but this is 
a great example of when it worked as we had 
intended.

Divergent pedagogies
A number of pedagogical issues emerge out of 
Raw Canvas activities: the most striking is the 
rejection of strategies that are strictly about the 
object and that could be associated with a 
didactic, canonical approach. Instead, the peda-
gogy of relations ‘between’ participants and 
‘around’ art objects is emphasised. This rela-
tional pedagogic approach is more in keeping 
with current trends in art practice in which the 
role of participant is transformed from viewer to 
collaborator. By attending to the relations 
between participants and the art object in the 
We are all experts workshops, the facilitators’ 
task was complex: they kept discussions 
conversational in order to encourage participa-
tion and they listened carefully and dropped in 
questions or ‘nuggets’ of additional information 
about the artist, the work or the context in which 
it had been made. One aspect of this pedagogic 
approach was the decision to stand back and 
say nothing at times. In Raw Canvas sessions an 
experienced artist educator works closely with 
peer-leaders to devise workshop activities. The 
activities are designed to allow participants to be 
social, to be relaxed and to be themselves in order 
to elicit personal and meaningful responses. To 
achieve this, artists and peer-leaders asked open 
questions that projected possible meanings onto 
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418 the work, or led towards preconceived lines of 
enquiry. Conversationally ideas, comments and 
interjections from the leaders were left unre-
solved in order that the participants could appro-
priate them and make meaning of their own. 
There was no pressure for any individual to 
respond to one particular question, instead the 
sociable nature of the group fostered an exchange 
of ideas.

In Youth Programmes at Tate Modern partici-
pants formulate opinions of the work, they also 
discover their own areas of interest and these 
personal points of interest are developed into 
proposals for events and activities. This creates 
an inclusive pedagogy where, rather than 
providing activities that are for young people, 
the events programme is designed and deliv-
ered with young people. This approach is peda-
gogically distinct from the elitist model where 
the aim is to transmit knowledge or to enlighten 
the learner. 

At the end of the annual peer-leaders training 
course all participants complete a project. The 
task is to design an event to take place at the 
gallery; they must nominate a target audience 
and an art work that the event will refer to. They 
must take account of the specificity of Tate 
Modern as a venue. All proposals are presented 
at the end of the training course and selected 
ones are re-presented to curators and to other 
peer-leaders after the course, at the Raw Canvas 
programming meetings where they are 
approved, modified or occasionally rejected. 
This loosely constituted group validates (or not) 
by providing funding and support to fulfil some 
ideas and not others. There are no specific crite-
ria here, but the artwork itself provides an 
anchor-point against which the idea is tested. A 
successful proposal is one that remains ‘true’ to 
the work whilst also providing a new perspec-
tive on modern and contemporary art. Mixing 
the intention of the work with a new cultural 
form, rapping about Picasso for example, is 
seen as a successful idea. Here a productive 
relationship is formed between the cultural 
forms of painting and rapping, which facilitates 
a dialogue between Picasso and the contempo-
rary world of the interpreter. ‘Truth’ here is not 

universal ‘truth’, but is limited to that which has 
local significance for the viewer.

Raw Canvas has always been about giving 
power to young people to create and deliver 
their own activities, with the aim of breaking 
down the barriers that disconnect young people 
from modern and contemporary art. Raw 
Canvas invites young people to the gallery to 
extend their experience of looking at art into 
making, performance and discussion. It is 
important that they feel ownership of the public 
space of the gallery as the primary concern for 
the programme has been about building young 
audiences for art. This has required the culture 
of the institution to change in relation to young 
visitors, and has relied on the ability of staff at all 
levels to be respectful towards young people 
and to support them in the delivery of their 
programmes. In order to attract 15–23-year-
olds, new pedagogies have been developed 
that are not didactic but conversational, peer-led 
and social. The peer-to-peer discussion means 
that language that is familiar to young people is 
used, and often the workshop activities are 
delivered with less formality than if an artist 
educator were leading. For example, one activ-
ity can flow into the next, the tasks are not sepa-
rated and targets are not explained at the start, 
but emerge through the process; young people 
enjoy the open-ended feeling that apparently 
‘random’ activities provide. Such learner-
centred and dialogic approaches have proved to 
be relevant and attractive to new audiences. 

Hall & Meecham talk about research that 
‘reveals the importance of the viewer’s prior 
knowledge in meaning making’. They describe 
pupils incorporating the language acquired 
during maths lessons to the abstractions of a 
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419Fernand Leger painting: ‘The pupils quickly 
incorporated what they knew into what they 
saw thus abandoning any notion of the reified 
art work, a process that is still considered heret-
ical in some quarters’ (Hall & Meecham 
2003,154). Here ‘young pupils have a way into 
the artwork from their own experience’. This 
provides an example of negotiated, local mean-
ing and the use of foreknowledge or schema in 
making an interpretation. Through this example 
of young people using their knowledge we can 
see that even very young children can engage in 
complex assimilations of knowing and seeing 
when encouraged by sensitive teaching in the 
gallery. A successful facilitator can acknowledge 
the learner’s position in relation to the art and 
create challenging opportunities for learning.

Charman & Ross explore interpretation with a 
group of teachers at the Tate Modern Summer 
Institute. It is clear that some difficulties emerge 
for teachers in the acceptance of a non-canoni-
cal, non-authoritative voice: 

The notion that works of contemporary visual art 
can have multiple interpretations which are 
created by the viewer is the alternative to a tradi-
tional approach to understanding an art work 
which emphasises the transmission of meaning 
from teacher to pupil. (Charman & Ross 2006, 31)

The concept of multiple interpretations is 
treated with suspicion by some because of anxi-
ety about the possibility of a viewer making 
meanings that are not intended by the artist:

At the beginning of the week the group exhibited 
an enthusiasm to identify a single authoritative 
voice to deliver what was considered the defini-
tive meaning of the work. Most often this ‘true’ 
voice was taken to be the artist’s intention. If this 
strategy failed, another authoritative voice was 
substituted, most commonly that of the art historian. 
(Charman & Ross 2006, 32)

This action research project demonstrates the 
tension between the two paradigms of knowl-
edge that I have highlighted: the teachers want 
to accede to the authority of experts in just the 

way that the Raw Canvas peer-leaders have 
noted when they begin to plan the We are all 
experts series. As Hall & Meecham point out, 
encouraging people to formulate their own 
understanding, and in so doing ‘abandoning the 
notion of the reified art work’, is still considered 
unacceptable by some. New pedagogies are 
responding to the viewer’s repositioning as a 
participant in the meaning making process (Bal 
& Bryson 2001). However, whilst ‘alternative 
frameworks for interpretation are sought’ (Hall & 
Meecham 2003, 155), the production of mean-
ing cannot lead to speculation that bears no rela-
tion to the specific history or context of the art 
work. A balance must be sought in which the 
canonical knowledge informs, rather than over-
rides, the individual’s ‘locally significant’ reading 
of the work.

The challenges for young peoples’ 
programmes
Whilst museums have been ‘open’ for 150 years, 
recent research suggests that they are still 
mainly attended by the ‘highly educated’ middle 
class and the elite (Bennett et al. 2009). The diffi-
culties for contemporary youth programmes 
stem from issues that arose during the mid nine-
teenth century when museums and galleries 
were newly constructed as social places in 
which ‘the working class – provided they dressed 
nicely and curbed any tendency towards 
unseemly conduct – might be exposed to the 
improving influence of the middle classes’ 
(Bennett 1995). In Foucauldian terms, ‘the instru-
ments of government’ in the nineteenth century 
were aimed at bringing about acceptable norms 
of conduct, not by corporal punishment but by 
manipulating behaviour through specifically built 
environments (Foucault 1977, 95). 

Museums have been described as the kinds 
of regulatory environment that Foucault talks 
about. Introducing new audiences creates a 
problem: do you teach the newcomers how to 
behave ‘correctly’ or does the institution adjust 
its idea of appropriate conduct? The activities of 
the gallery have attempted to do both. This has 
made them pedagogically divergent by occupy-
ing elitist and populist positions simultaneously, 
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420 creating tension in the way that the gallery 
approaches the audience. It is the space 
between the poles of elite and popular taste that 
offer the best opportunities for interesting and 
active projects, where the purpose and potential 
of the gallery is negotiated by the project partic-
ipants and facilitators. We can still see the drive 
towards ‘self-improvement’ for the populace 
today in the desire to invite new audiences from 
‘hard to reach’ groups who do not normally 
engage with these kinds of cultural activities. 
Their attendance is prized but it is also monitored 
and restricted by institutional rules and codes of 
conduct. Whilst there has been a shift of percep-
tion towards young people at front of house, it is 
often the learner who develops as a result of 
their experience, whilst the museum remains 
largely unchanged. Despite considerable effort 
to welcome a diversity of young people, what 
emerges is ambivalence towards the new audi-
ence, who are simultaneously welcomed and 
controlled. The problem for young people’s 
programmes relates to the divergent pedago-
gies that I have outlined and their inherent and 
conflicting ideas about ‘equality’. 

Rancière makes a forceful intervention into 
this ambivalence through the axiom of the 
equality of intelligence (Bingham & Biesta 2010, 
44). Youth programmes were grounded on an 
idea of equality where ‘young people can be 
heard speaking about art’ (Raw Canvas aims, 
2001): an aim which makes the visitor’s own 
experience, prior knowledge or schema into a 
contingent part of their response to art. In this 
view everyone’s opinion is equal: ‘your opinion 
goes here’ (Raw Canvas publicity, 2003). When 
localised within youth programmes, this was 
effective. However, once the youth programme 
became more integrated into Tate, it began to 
affect the culture of the institution. At this point 
it was evident that this equality was ideological 
and did not afford greater power to young 
people in relation to the institution. 

The objective is to make Tate Modern a more 
diverse place to reflect the diversity of the 
community local to the gallery. This means that 
the gallery wants new audiences to become 
part of the ‘cultural conversation’. In contrast, 

the objective of the youth programme is to 
change the ‘cultural conversation’ to enable 
young people’s intelligences to speak. 
Researchers Galloway & Stanley (2004) from 
Warwick University found that Raw Canvas was 
achieving its objectives in providing a peer-led 
programme where young people’s ideas and 
opinions can be heard, and creating a lively 
forum through which young people could 
access modern and contemporary art. However, 
the evaluation also found that ‘the aspiration of 
the youth programme to advise and work with 
Tate on issues concerning young people as 
users of the gallery remains unfulfilled’.

The production of meaning during educa-
tional activities at the gallery is not intended to 
contest or alter the art history written about the 
work; there is no explicit intention to challenge 
art history per se. However, knowledge takes 
many forms: the aim of the learning activities 
that I have shown is to create a meaningful 
exchange between an artwork and a young 
person. My intention is to highlight the conflict 
between conservative and moderate 
approaches to interpretation. This is in order 
better to understand how that conflict creates a 
knowledge hierarchy affecting the relationship 
between departments and the opportunities for 
young people’s voices to be heard speaking 
about art. I am looking for a new pedagogy that 
disrupts the hierarchical divisions within the art 
museum that place scholarly programmes and 
more populist ones at opposite ends of the 
scale. The aim of my research is to construct a 
new pedagogy for the twenty-first century art 
museum that centres on personalised learning 
and is relevant to young people. Such pedago-
gies need to remain vigilant and responsive to 
change in order to maintain their relevance. The 
intention is to shed light on how learners are 
constructed through peer-led gallery experi-
ences in order to create a museum that is still 
relevant and meaningful to young people 20 
years from now.

I have looked at parallel forms of interpreta-
tion and I have focused on those that take 
account of equality, learning and accessibility. I 
have reached an understanding of a number of 
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421different pedagogical practices. However there 
are still crucial questions that remain to be 
addressed. How do we understand these 
processes of emancipation? How emancipatory 
are they? Are they paternalistic? As the role of 
the ‘viewer’ is transformed into ‘participant’ and 
then ‘collaborator’, is it time for learning projects 
to embrace a more relational dialectic between 
‘producers’ and ‘users’ of culture?
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