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1. Introduction 

1.1. Overall research context and rationale  

The main aim of the research is to explore how children and young people understand, and make 

use of, the complex and invariably understood concept of ‘culture’ in the context of Hull, UK City of 

Culture 2017. As a far-reaching year-long mega event, the status of Hull as UK City of Culture 2017, 

offered rich opportunities to investigate children’s and young peoples’ perceptions and uses of 

culture, since they have been considered as major stakeholders and recipients within Hull 2017 

programming and educational activities. Various events, both official and non-official, have been 

directly designed for, and addressed to children and young people and have been successful in their 

endeavour to engage them in a variety of arts and educational activities (Culture, Place & Policy 

Institute, University of Hull, 2018). Moreover, through the event, the term ‘culture’ has become a 

major in public and local media discourse during 2017 and gained unprecedented currency across 

various communities across the city.  

While ‘culture’ has become a popular local watchword in this context, it remains a highly contested 

idea within academic research which impacts on the design and conduct of this study. Although 

traditional, but nevertheless applicable differential approaches of ‘high’ and ‘popular’ culture were 

considered here, this research project is underpinned by the idea that ‘culture’ is understood in its 

widest sense as a ‘whole way of life’ (Williams et al., 1989). As such it envisages real practices and 

experiences of culture through ‘learning’ and ‘education’ as well as ongoing processes of cultural 

engagement within individual and communal contexts. We are therefore keen to explore whether 

there is a shared sense of understanding and ‘uses’ of ‘culture’ amongst the children and young 

people and those tasked with ‘educating’ them, both formally and informally. In addition, the study 

aims to explore the ways in which this shared understanding, or lack of it, might influence children’s 

and young people’s participation in cultural events during Hull 2017 UK City of Culture.  

 1.2. Main research questions 

Following the above rational and context, the main research questions are as follows: 

• What are children and young people’s understandings and ‘uses’ of culture in the context of 
Hull, the 2017 UK City of Culture?   

• How do these understandings and uses of culture relate to (or differ from) more ‘official’ 
approaches to culture as represented by institutions/agencies as well as educators in the 
context of Hull UK City of Culture 2017? 

• How are (and importantly whose) notions of ‘culture’ understood, used and engaged with in 
the context of both formal and informal learning?  

• How might cultural events like the UK City of Culture develop understandings of culture that 
are inclusive and participatory to all children and young people?  

 



  

1.3. Children’s and young peoples’ understandings and uses of culture 
– a neglected research area 

Cultural participation, engagement and creativity, it has been argued, has wide benefits for both the 

individual (intrinsically and extrinsically), communities, and society more generally. Cultural 

participation has been linked to better health and wellbeing, education (e.g. attainment and ‘softer’ 

learning outcomes), employment prospects as well as economic growth and innovation (Warwick 

Commission 2015; Arts Council, 2014). The role of culture-led urban-regeneration has also been well 

documented (see Miles and Paddison, 2005) and has now found an official outlet in the UK City of 

Culture programme.  Parkinson et al. (2014: 4) argue that the most important factors influencing 

participation of children and young persons in arts and culture are educational attainment and 

socio-economic background. However, they also point out that there are prevailing psychological 

barriers to participation which are mostly related to individuals’ concept of identity and different 

tastes and preferences for culture. This is echoed by the Warwick Commission (2015: 34) which 

indicated that ‘[l]ow engagement is more the effect of a mismatch between the public’s taste and 

the publicly funded cultural offer’. Related to that, socio-economically disadvantaged and working-

class communities are commonly associated with lower levels of participation which has been 

interpreted as expressions of (voluntary) non-belonging to, and non-participation in ‘official’ forms 

of cultural production (i.e. ‘high culture’ vs. ‘popular/everyday culture’, see Boland, 2010). 

As a response to this, there is a strong sense that policy makers see the festivalisation of urban 

culture and heritage (e.g. arts events or ‘City of Culture’ programmes) as a conduit for ‘mobilising’ or 

‘engaging’ children and young people (particularly from working class families and communities) via 

‘edutainment’-style cultural outreach programmes, thereby often implying that these communities 

are culturally ‘immobile’, ‘disaffected’ or ‘hard-to-reach’ (Jancovich, 2011). In this way, non-

engagement in arts and cultural programmes is often linked to deficit-based, pathological views of 

particular communities as lacking ‘taste’ and ‘distinction’ (Bourdieu, 1979), and demonstrating 

‘cultural distance’ from normative ‘high’ cultural activities, mostly associated with the educated 

middle classes (Fiske, 2010; Bennett, et al., 2009). In taking this rather ‘narrow’ view of culture, 

there is strong chance that people’s local and intimate forms of cultural participation, production 

and place making are ignored and/or marginalised which may further exacerbate this ‘distance’. This 

is particularly the case for children and young people, whose engagement in, and contributions to, 

cultural and arts production has received little attention in academic research. In fact, most research 

in this field seem to perceive children and young people as ‘consumers’ or cultural or artistic 

products, rather than ‘producers’ – a notion that goes hand in hand with wider sociological 

diagnoses of children and young people as being helplessly exposed to the stimuli created by the 

marketing industry for an increasingly consumerist society.    

Although there is a long-standing genealogy of research on urban childhood and youth ‘cultures’ in 

cultural studies, urban sociology and related disciplines, few authors have directly explored the ways 

in which children and young people perceive, interpret and negotiate the abstract notions of 

‘culture’ within their own neighbourhoods and urban lifeworlds (Woodman & Bennett, 2015). Whilst 

there are a number of studies that highlight the broad educational benefits associated with cultural 

engagement and participation on young people’s lives (Newman et al., 2010), there is very little 

work exploring their personal understandings of ‘culture’, especially among children and young 

people from lower socio-economic/working class backgrounds. Largely considered as being on the 

peripheries of cultural participation and engagement, perhaps the most common assumption is that 

children and young people need to be ‘educated’ and ‘culturally enlightened’ to participate 

meaningfully in culturally (usually ‘high culture’ and artistic) activities. Seen from this perspective, it 



  

is not surprising that schools and/or educational institutions are perceived as key sites and 

educational ‘entry points’ where cultural knowledge/literacy can be conveyed effectively, and where 

young people can be stimulated and sensitised towards arts, creativity, cultural production and 

diversity. Ironically, and speaking from a UK perspective, there is clear evidence to suggest that, over 

recent years, schools find themselves increasingly restricted in terms of providing creativity, arts- 

and culture-related education (Ball, 2015). This is closely related to ongoing educational government 

debates and policies which stress the priority of STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, 

Mathematics) subjects on the expense of culture and arts-related curricula in view of creating a 

workforce ‘fit for the future’ which is increasingly competing in the globalised production of global 

goods, services and technological know-how. To date, such utilitarian approaches to national 

educational policy have also failed to recognise how culture- and arts-related curriculum content can 

be combined, and integrated with, STEM education (Jolly, 2014).      

The valuable contributions that educational institutions, including kindergartens, schools, 

universities and adult education facilities, make in introducing and sensitising people of all ages to 

arts and notions of ‘culture’, has also not yet been fully recognised by local political stakeholders and 

those involved in urban and regional planning and cultural events management. To this end, recent 

work by cultural geographers and educationalists has evidenced that knowledge of, and the 

meaningful engagement with, local culture, heritage and history, forges strong emotional links 

between young people and their place of residence and generates powerful feelings of place, 

identity and sense of belonging. These are highly significant assets in terms of sustainable urban 

development and regeneration programmes. For example, a recent study by Boland et al. (2017) on 

young persons’ perceptions of Derry/Londonderry as UK City of Culture in 2013, showed that 

children and teenagers developed local pride and an increased sense of place through their 

engagement in the city’s cultural and social life during 2013. However, the study also showed that 

the temporary nature of the cultural mega event combined with doubts about its long-term impact 

on urban socio-economic regeneration, leaves young people with poor future prospects and 

enhances their plans to move away from Derry/Londonderry in search for educational and work 

opportunities elsewhere. A similar study by Calvo (2017) with students in Lisbon revealed that these 

are avid users of local culture, regularly visiting museums and cultural events. His insightful account 

shows that students have a significant impact on Lisbon’s cultural environment as ‘marginal 

gentrifiers’ who build their own ‘universes of belonging’ by creatively engaging in the city’s culture 

and social life. Although they represent ‘temporary migrants’ who rarely stay on in their study 

location after graduation, students contribute a great deal to the transformation of Lisbon from 

student/tourist city to ‘creative city’ and have an important role to play in shaping the city’s cultural 

life.        

While childhood and youth have been described as ‘cultures’ in their own right, it is clear to see that 

in the context of urban cultural events, ‘culture’ cannot be seen as isolated from other external and 

internal factors that impact heavily on young peoples’ lives and sense of place. As discussed above, 

these may relate to issues such as social class, race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation or family, 

but are equally defined by the physical (urban) environment and the way in which young people feel 

they can access, or are integrated in, the local infrastructures of cultural production as well as 

transport. As discussed previously, this is particularly eminent for communities situated at the social 

and geographical margins of (mainstream) urban cultural activities and institutions. To this end, 

there is little by way of exploring how the types of cultural ‘distance’ or ‘immobility’ are understood, 

explored and potentially internalised by the young people in limiting stereotyped social and 

educational imaginaries (Reay 2007; Raffo 2011). This, in turn, may further marginalise young 

people’s lives and potentially hinder cultural participation. There seems then an important need to 



  

really engage with young people so that their views are regarded as central in the design of any 

provision with them in mind, ‘…as persons of value and persons with rights’ (Greene and Hill, 2005: 

3; United Nations, 1989). 

Summary of the key points within the reviewed research literature:  

• Cultural participation of children and young people in urban cultural events and offers has 
great benefits in terms of their health, wellbeing and educational attainment 

• Children’s and young peoples’ engagement in urban culture and cultural events has a 
significant impact on short-term and sustainable urban development and regeneration 

• Childhood and youth repeatedly conceptualised as distinctive ‘cultures’ (i.e. youth culture, 
etc.), yet there is little evidence on how children and young people themselves interpret, 
and make sense of, the abstract notion of ‘culture’ 

• Children and young people are still underrepresented in research about cultural production 
and participation within urban and cultural mega events contexts (among others, this 
applies to the fields of education/childhood studies; events studies as well as urban studies) 

• Contested claims that children’s and young peoples’ social and cultural capital are the main 
reasons for cultural participation and marginalisation, particularly in urban communities 
considered socio-economically disadvantaged or hard-to-reach 

• Frequent misconceptions that children’s and young persons’ lack of interest in cultural offers 
(i.e. ‘high culture’) has to be compensated by experience-driven festivalisation of culture or 
practices of ‘edutainment’    

• Schools are often seen as effective sites and entry points for young people to engage with 
arts, culture and creativity, yet these institutions face increased limitations by being required 
to implement STEM-driven national curricula  

• Children’s and young peoples’ understanding and uses of culture defined by a complex range 
of internal (i.e. family, ethnicity, gender, etc.) and external (location, policy, transport, 
infrastructures, etc.) factors     
 

2. Research methodology 

2.1. Research design  

This research was designed as a small-scale qualitative study working with a number of children and 

young people in schools across the city of Hull.  In total, it worked with children and young people 

from four primary schools, four secondary schools, one special school and one alternative education 

setting. The settings were geographically spread across the city and where possible, the schools 

selected represented the diversity of the city with regard to socio-economic status and ethnicity 

(albeit there are no claims to any representativeness on this basis and the small-scale nature of the 

study). The Hull 2017 Learning and Participation Team initially sent out details of the study to all 

schools across Hull in relation to participating in the study and from those that volunteered to 

participate, the final ten schools/settings were identified on the above basis. The final sample of four 

primary schools featured one school in a relatively more affluent setting, a faith school that had a 

very socially-mixed cohort and two primaries in more disadvantaged communities, one located a 

quite a distance from the city centre with a largely white British population and one located nearer 

the city centre with a more diverse ethnic school community. The secondary schools selected were 



  

geographically spread across the city though all have higher than average levels of pupils accessing 

free school schools and  

In collaboration with Hull 2017 Learning and Participation Team, it was identified that the project 

would work with Year 4 pupils (age 8-9) in primary schools and Year 10 pupils (age 14-15) in 

secondary schools as these ages represented particular transition points in young people’s thinking 

and moving towards independence. The special school featured in the study was a secondary age 

setting and the young people featured from here were also from Year 10 whereas the ages of those 

participating from the alternative setting ranged from Year 10-Year 13 (ages 14-18).  In total, the 

study worked with 79 young people across these 10 educational institutions. Semi-structured, 

participatory focus groups were held in each of the 10 settings which lasted between 45 minutes and 

one hour and 15 minutes.  

The study also worked closely with a number of teachers in each of the schools with a total of 17 

teachers taking part in semi-structured interviews following on from the focus groups held with the 

children and young people. Additionally, semi-structured interviews were also held with eight 

individuals involved within the cultural sector in Hull.  

As identified above, the main means of data collection was semi-structured interviewing, utilising 

both individual and small group (up to two) interviews with the adults. In relation to the young 

people group interviews, these were still semi-structured and utilised a participatory activity as a 

means to stimulate conversations.  In particular, the young people featured in the research were 

asked to discuss a range of images and to decide whether they considered them ‘culture’, ‘not 

culture’ or were ‘unsure’. The images were informed by an analysis of literature focused on defining 

culture and included those to do with ‘high’/’low’ culture activities but also those pertaining to 

culture as being connected to the ‘everyday’ occurrences such as work, housing, politics to name a 

few. Not all of the images were used with all of the children as this was dependent on the length and 

depth of conversations and a number of questions were asked of the young people throughout the 

focus group. Towards the end of the interviews, the young people were also asked if they could 

explain what ‘culture’ meant to them in just one sentence. 

The participatory tools were developed based on successful previous experience of working in this 

way with children and young people as a means of allowing young people’s voices to emerge 

(Messiou and Jones, 2015; Adderley et al., 2015). The rationale for this is based on the views of 

Morrow (1999) who explored the way in which it is often necessary to be innovative in attempting to 

work with children and young people so that their voice is really heard. Thus direct and less flexible 

questioning of children and young people rarely affords them the opportunity to really offer their 

views and perspectives (Eder and Fingerson, 2002).  

2.2. Ethical considerations 

This project adhered to high ethical standards in terms of anonymity, confidentiality and consent for 

all participants in the study.  It strictly followed the University of Hull, Faculty of Arts, Culture and 

Education’s ethical procedures during both the initial permissions stage but also on an ongoing basis, 

paying attention to those ethical considerations that are particularly pertinent when working with 

vulnerable children and young people (Morrow and Richards, 1996). Both researchers had full DBS 

checks in place and abided by individual schools’ processes in relation to mandatory safeguarding for 

work/contact involving children and young people. All institutions who participated in the study did 

so voluntarily and the appropriate ethical consent process was followed. Additionally, all individual 



  

adults who were interviewed were formally asked to give their consent to participate and the 

appropriate forms were signed.  

For the children and young people, direct parental consent was obtained either in written format 

(the case for most young people) or via the appropriate institutional processes in place within 

individual settings. In addition, the young people were all asked to give their verbal consent at the 

start of the group interview process and were informed of their right not to participate, including the 

right not to speak, if they so wished. It was also important to reassure all of the young people that 

anything they wanted to say was of interest to the study and that there were no right or wrong 

answers. It was explained that things they disagreed on was of as much interest as those things over 

which there was disagreement and that all of their voices mattered. Any names used within this 

report for individuals or school settings are pseudonyms.  

 

  



  

3. Themes emerging from the primary school children 

3.1. What is culture? 

Discussing children’s views and understandings of ‘culture’, the general response coming from the 

children was that culture was about the process of creating something with a sense of agency, and 

something they participate in/and or express themselves through. For instance, one question asked 

children to summarise what culture means to them in one sentence. The following quotes are 

illustrative of the types of responses the primary age children had to this question: 

I think culture is about creating stuff and making what you think is right, even if other people 

don’t think it’s right [male primary] 

I think culture is art because it’s something that everyone can do and there's no wrong or right 

way to do it [female, primary] 

In addition, that ‘culture’ could evoke positive emotional responses also emerged: 

I think culture is about making people happy, so they are not as mithered as they used to be. 

[male, primary] 

I think it’s about having fun [female, primary] 

I think culture is people enjoy things and you don’t have to do it [female, primary] 

I think culture is like where there’s, like, really fun things happening [female primary] 

A sense of place also emerged as being important to children in relation to culture:  

I think it is like, the buildings like, what you are famous for, and what you are proud of in the 

city [female, primary] 

I think culture is like, it is expressing, what you are asserting, what your city has like been 

through and the history of it, and you are proud of what it is [female, primary] 

The linking of both creativity and a sense of place was also evident in some of the children’s 

understandings: 

I think it means sharing ideas, and having an opinion on stuff, and what you want to do. It’s 

like the art of the city you live in. [male, primary] 

As several of the above quotes also demonstrate, the idea that the views of individuals, themselves 

included and a sense of agency, also feature as important for the children (‘having an opinion on 

stuff, and what you want to do’; ‘…you don’t have to do it’; ‘…what you think is right, even if other 

people don’t think it’s right’).  

Culture as a form of expression did arise in a number of places throughout and in relation to music 

was one example, here two pupils at one particular school explore this idea:  

I think it kind of is culture, because like, some of the singers, like some singers can come from 

Hull, they can come from lots of different places.  And, the singers, people respect them, if they 

are angry, we are angry.  So, it is just like, having that kind of person come from Hull, you can 

aspire to be them [Male, primary]. 



  

It’s like the singers that are really popular, they like make up a song about how they are 

feeling, so other people can feel how they are feeling. So, the tune sort of, expresses how they 

feel.  [Male, primary] 

Similar sentiments were expressed by the children across all of the primary schools, the quote below 

is further illustrative of the views offered: 

I think it is culture because it, kind of, expresses how people feel. [Male, primary] 

The above responses clearly indicate that, among children of this age group, the term ‘culture’ 

evoked a range of positive associations and feelings. The idea that culture is (about) ‘fun’ and a 

catalyst for self-expression is a recurrent theme here and seems to confirm existing research 

claiming that culture and arts are instrumental for children’s wellbeing and happiness.    

3.2. The here and now: being part of a City of Culture 

As might expected, the children within primary schools had discussed culture as part of the 

curriculum in the lead up to and during the academic years running during 2017 about the City of 

Culture. This had seemingly influenced the young people in relation to how they regarded culture 

and at times, there was a tendency not to then be able to disentangle what culture was from their 

city’s status as a City of Culture. For instance, the following quote when asked to consider whether 

popular music was ‘culture’ or not: 

It isn’t because there has been music even when it wasn’t the City of Culture [male, primary] 

Similarly, in discussing work and whether this could be regarded as linked to culture, the following 

comment from another school: 

I don’t think it is culture, because if it wasn’t the City of Culture, people would still be going to 

work [female, primary]  

Here again, are two views (from two young people in different schools) explore whether holidays 

can be considered culture (albeit the latter one recognising that other cities would have some form 

of culture):  

I don’t really think that it is culture, because it’s Hull City of Culture here, and then you’re 

travelling to another place, it’s not Hull City of Culture there. [Female, primary] 

Because, it is all about the Hull City of Culture, and if you are going somewhere else, then they 

would have culture, because every city does, but they are not the Hull City of Culture [Female, 

primary]  

Debates about whether something could be considered culture if it happened before and after the 

City of Culture official year and if it existed outside of Hull came up repeatedly when discussing a 

number of issues and therefore highlights that the historic and socially constructed nature of 

understanding ‘culture’ for many of the children in this study. 

 



  

 3.3. Children’s views of culture as heritage, civic pride and social 
responsibility   

It became clear from children’s responses that the links between Hull and its work-related past as 

significant fishing and port city had been well explored with children in primary schools. In addition 

to the focus placed on heritage by the City of Culture programme expressed through the creative 

arts, Hull primary schools were also committed to exploring heritage within their curriculum. Thus, in 

the lead up to the City of Culture, Hull schools collaboratively bought into working with Hull’s 

Heritage Learning initiative to develop the Hull Curriculum. An example that was mentioned 

frequently by children was Hull’s trawler and fishing heritage, unsurprisingly perhaps given its 

centrality in both the City of Culture official programme and the Hull Curriculum: 

…the fishermen, that is really important, to do with culture. Like, because I don’t know why I 

think that, but that is to do with culture, because of the fishermen industry. [female, primary] 

I saw a picture of work and it was a trawler in Hull.  Working on the trawlers kind of made a 

piece of our history, and history is kind of like culture because you have different things, and 

different things make history.  And if you didn’t have the history, you wouldn’t really have the 

culture. [Female, primary] 

However, children were also embracing more current place-based jobs and industries, especially 

highlighted by the Blade installation that specifically highlighted the more recent arrival of Siemens 

and Hull’s repositioning as a city at the heart of the renewable energy industry.  

…obviously people will still go to work next year when the year of culture is over.  But, basically 

it is the same because, like said, Siemens brought The Blade, they made the poppies, they have 

done all sorts to our town to help us and support it. 

A good proportion of participating children across the settings talked of Hull and what it had to offer 

people coming to visit from other places, the role of the City of Culture status in raising the city’s 

profile were also referred to, this quote is illustrative of the types of comments encountered 

frequently: 

I think people would go to Hull because we had a really big history about trawlers and we’ve 

got the Maritime Museum and the Ferens Art Gallery.  And, like, we've just got lots of things 

and we've got the Hull Fair, and now that we have City of Culture, people are probably coming.  

And now that we've got the fountains, I think people are coming more for that, because my 

friends came and they loved the fountains. [Female, primary] 

Besides the enhanced awareness of local history and heritage (both past and present), children also 

reflected on the social impacts of contemporary everyday culture such as street art and graffiti. For 

example, in one particular school located in a relatively socio-economically disadvantaged area, the 

children initially discussed street art and graffiti as being linked to ‘culture’ but then stressed the 

potentially negative consequences of this within their own community arose after these comments 

from one particular child:  

Male:   I think it’s kind of culture, because it is kind of art but it is quite bad, doing 

it.   

       Interviewer: What do you mean but ‘it’s bad’?  What do you mean by that? 

       Male:    Well, it’s bad to, like, paint on people’s houses and that. 



  

This then caused some of the other children to reconsider their views as the other side of street art 

as socially unacceptable vandalism of property had come into the conversation: 

   Female 1:  I think that it’s in the middle, because it looks quite nice, but you can get 

arrested if you get caught doing it. 

      Interviewer: Right. So it’s illegal. Yes, okay.   

       Male:  I think that it’s kind of culture, because even though it looks nice you’re 

not really supposed to be doing that on people’s houses and you might 

get into trouble… 

Female 2:   I actually changed my mind.  I think it’s not culture because it’s ruining 

people's streets.  It looks nice but I don’t really think it’s really nice to do 

it, because you ruin people’s houses and people’s streets. 

This tension about street art and graffiti and the potentially anti-social elements were picked up in 

another school too by a number of pupils: 

I think it is culture and not culture, because sometimes, people really don’t like it and they get 

annoyed by it because it’s, like, ruining the building, because sometimes it’s silly and it’s not 

very nice.  But normally, they just do… and normally, it is cultural because people really like 

doing it and it’s just, like, they can show everybody what they like doing… [Female, primary] 

I think it is culture, but it isn’t culture, because sometimes, it’s ruining the building and it 

destroys the paintwork.  But sometimes, if it’s just a mural, it’s supposed to be there and it’s a 

sign that people are happy in this city and that we have something that’s culture and our city 

isn’t boring.  But if people destroy our buildings with just silly graffiti, it will just not look like we 

are a nice city. [Female, primary] 

The above statements represent a recurrent narrative among children and reflects their 

understanding of public or street art as something that is beautifying, socially responsible and 

fulfilling a positive function for local communities.  

3.4. Children’s views of culture as creative expression 

Overwhelmingly, the primary children felt that children’s own creativity was an important aspect of 

culture within Hull 2017. The following comments, which are representative of the overall sample, 

allow some interesting insights into how children see themselves as creative agents who confidently 

claim ownership of ‘culture’ and often utilise it to express their own opinions and feelings: 

I think it is to do with the City of Culture, because art makes children powerful [female, 

primary] 

I think children’s creativity is culture.  Because, you have come here today, and at the start you 

said that a lot of the comments you have got about culture is mainly adults, and you want to 

see what children think. So, in culture everybody has an opinion, so children’s creativity, they 

could draw things about culture, they could draw things about feelings and stuff, and other 

things, so I think it is culture [male, primary] 

I think it is culture because painting makes you happy and it just sometimes takes your worries 

away when you’re feeling worried [male, primary]. 



  

Primary school children equally felt that Hull 2017 provided increased opportunities to express 

themselves creatively. For example, children mentioned the increased number of creative and 

cultural events organised for children in the city. Others referred to the DigiHull platform, a key part 

of the official No Limits educational programme, which allowed children to showcase their own 

creative work online i.e. in the form of drawings, photography, storytelling or poetry.  

I think it’s culture because, on digiHull, people do poems about Hull City of Culture, and 

pictures of The Blade, and The Deep, and what they did in the Hull City of Culture.  [male, 

primary] 

I think I've been creative this year because of the City of Culture, because there's more things 

that have been happening instead of last year, there wasn’t that many things because in the 

City of Culture, there's, sort of, more things that can be happening for children to create things. 

[Male, primary]  

Furthermore, there was a sense that children’s creativity represented an insight into their minds and 

that there was a mutual understanding amongst them of what their drawings meant that was 

accessible for them:  

I think it is culture because we can explore children’s minds and see what ideas they have, and 

then we could make kids’ events. [Male, primary] 

Like, most paintings in the art museum and that, they are all really old, so if you are a kid you 

won't know what they mean.  But, if you get them [children’s images] in the museum, then 

they will know who has done it [male primary] 

3.5. Children’s mobility and access to culture 

There was a strong sense amongst the schools that access and attendance at City of Culture events 

and exhibitions was more infrequent for children from schools located in more socio-economically 

disadvantaged areas of the city. In primary schools that served a more socio-economically 

advantaged (and often more central) area, children claimed to have engaged frequently in a range of 

cultural events and activities, either via their school or privately with parents. The following quote is 

quite representative for the latter kind of schools:    

I go to Humber Street Gallery a lot, and it’s really fun because I express my feelings with the 

junk modelling there.  And I explore what things you could do, but if you couldn’t do that, those 

things, and create, it would just be boring and you wouldn’t be able to do anything, and you 

would just be sitting on the sofa and not doing anything. [Female, primary] 

On the other hand, children at schools serving less advantaged areas frequently struggled to recount 

similar experiences. At best, they mentioned, often with the help from teachers, public large-scale 

installations such as ‘the blade’ or ‘the weeping window’ as something they had seen either in situ or 

on websites and social media. This immobility or lack of access was also highlighted when talking to 

the teachers independently and as such will be explored in more depth in the themes emerging from 

teacher interviews. 



  

3.6. Children’s awareness of the socio-economic and political 
dimensions of culture  

In talking about culture, there were instances where the children’s narratives inadvertently turned 

into discussing wider socio-political issues. For example, when asked whether they associated 

housing with culture, children pointed at social and economic differences and issues of 

homelessness:  

I think it’s actually really important, because some people don’t have houses, they have to live 

on the streets, which I think is really sad for them, because they don’t have money.  I think it’s 

really nice to give them some food and drinks to have when they’re there, and also, you can 

give them, like, colouring books to do, because what if they’re bored? [Female, primary] 

If you go to, like, a real posh city, they’ll have big houses, and then here you just have normal, 

plain houses, but some can be really big, and then some people live in, like, flats.  [Female, 

primary]. 

Similarly, issues like holidays raised how ‘culture’ might be accessed differently based on differing 

levels of access to economic resources: 

I think holidays aren’t culture because not everybody can go on holiday if they live in a poor 

part of the country or poorer country, because holidays are just relaxing but work isn’t.  It’s 

enjoying yourself, and lots of people can do work but lots of people can't do holidays and enjoy 

it that much [Female, primary] 

These quotes highlight an important sense amongst young children that ‘culture’ should, at least in 

part, should be inclusive. They also echo primary school children’s awareness of social responsibility 

discussed in a previous section.  

3.7. Social media: access to culture and culture creation  

The role of the media was discussed in relation to the way in which it allows access to culture 

including researching and seeing what Hull as the UK City of Culture had to offer. As the following 

quote shows, it was also discussed in terms of the role it offered young people in creating culture by 

means of their engagement with both social media and through the making and sharing of videos on 

such media as YouTube:  

I think the middle one, I don’t really know.  Because on Google, and Facebook, and Twitter, and 

different types of social media, you can share ideas of what you think culture is. But, you can 

bully people online as well, so maybe that is not really culture, if online is a way to bully people. 

But, it might be culture, because on Facebook, and Twitter, and Google, and YouTube, you can 

put pictures on Google of what you think it is.  And, make videos on YouTube, of what you think 

culture is.  And, on Facebook and Twitter you can share ideas of what you think it is, and 

pictures as well [Male, primary]. 

As highlighted above as well as below however by these eight and nine year olds, the potentially 

negative implications from creating one’s own ‘public’ culture was also something they were acutely 

aware of:  

I think YouTube and that isn’t really culture because you get really weird comments on your 

YouTube video, and it’s really mean, if you do really naughty words to the people that are 

doing the YouTube channel.  My mum and dad don’t let me do one, because they don’t know 

what’s happening on there. [female, primary] 



  

The access to culture and engagement with culture in terms of sharing their cultural interests with 

others from across the world was also of note in relation to the media and social media for these 

young people:  

I think it is culture because, like, people on it, they can be from all different places around the 

world, and some people can be from England, some people can be from America, some people 

from Australia. You get people from all round the world, sharing what they’re doing.  Some 

people do blogs, some people do video games.  Some people show their dancing and things. 

[Female, primary] 

 

4. Themes emerging from the young people (secondary 
schools and alternative educational setting) 

4.1. What is culture?  

Drawing on the overall responses by pupils from secondary and alternative settings, teenager’s 

interpretations of ‘culture’ echoed a strong sense of place and civic pride which was largely 

amplified by the Hull UK City of Culture 2017 mega event. In addition to that, and not unlike many 

responses from primary school children, ‘culture’ was often seen as a positive catalyst of self-

expression and self-realisation, and most often seen in relation to Hull as a meaningful geographical 

and social reference point. However, and somewhat different from the primary school responses, 

children of this age group frequently associated culture with a stronger sense of community and saw 

it as a key identity marker of place within a wider geographical horizon. As for the latter, they 

referred more often to local history and heritage as cultural assets that define place and the self 

within wider national and international or global contexts. At the same time, and very different from 

primary school children’s responses, awareness of plurality and diversity as key components of 

‘culture’ (e.g. in relation to race, national background, gender, etc.) was frequently stressed. Here 

are some of the statements by secondary school children:  

I feel like culture is what…represents us. And I really like what like we have in Hull, like we have 

like Wilberforce and all these amazing cultures, like arts and everything…and what makes us 

mainly, like history as well, so what makes us us. (female, secondary school) 

I think culture is what makes you as a person; the food you like, the things you do, the place 

where you live, what you watch, how things are done with you and your surroundings. (female, 

secondary) 

I think it’s like…the history and the place, it’s like everything that’s happened in the past 

represents slightly what it is now, like before, it’s not because of the like huge fishing industry, 

…, like it’s worldwide now but it started here… (female, secondary)  

Culture is about learning about other things, other countries. Culture is about getting a job and 

that and culture is about asking permission and stuff about the Prime Minister and 

stuff…(male, secondary school) 

I think culture is what makes a place because if you didn’t have any culture it would just be the 

same as everywhere else. (male, secondary)  



  

I think culture is the community behind people, bringing people together in a community, I 

think everything is based on culture. (female, secondary) 

It’s a representation of where you are from. (female, secondary) 

It’s like a different way, to show your personal values and opinions to others. (male, secondary) 

4.2. Being part of a City of Culture 

Similar to their overall understandings and ‘feelings’ about culture, secondary school children voiced 

a strong sense of place and belonging when it came to ‘represent’ them and their values in a city of 

culture programme/event.  

It depends how much it relates to the city. It’s just – if you’re sculpting a person who’s got 

nothing to do with Hull or anything about it and you put it in a museum, it’s still culture, it’s 

just not our culture. (female, secondary)   

Asked whether, and in what ways, they participated in the cultural activities and offers of Hull 2017, 

the secondary school children had different experiences to share. For example, traditional sites of 

‘culture’ and ‘arts’ such as the city’s museums and galleries were not often considered as preferred 

points of call. This is reflected in the following narrative sequence of three students:   

I think you wouldn’t choose to go to it [museum] but if you have time to kill…” (female) … 

“…and you might have had your Macdonald’s half an hour ago or something” (male)… “I don’t 

think I would like to go in more than once… (female)  

Besides personal attitudes towards certain arts institutions and forms of cultural expression, children 

also mentioned other reasons for non/participation in Hulls cultural programme 2017 which was, in 

the following example, was linked to personal and family circumstances:  

Some events I want to go but I can’t really go, well because my family kind of are quite busy, …, 

my mum’s a teacher and my dad’s an accountant and he doesn’t get home until about 6:00pm. 

(male, secondary) 

Since, for obvious reasons, secondary school children are more mobile and independent than the 

primary school cohort, notions of culture and art in public space (e.g. street art) stroke a chord with 

this group. Secondary school children thus repeatedly referred to public art installations (i.e. the 

blade, the weeping willow, etc.) which were exclusively commissioned by Hull 2017, but equally 

talked about other public art events as well as everyday street art and graffiti around the city. The 

following narrative sequence reveals some of their thoughts regarding public street art compared to 

art in museums or galleries:  

Male:  Because, street art allows people to express their feelings, and shoe their culture, 

and their sight of things. So, if they disagree with something they could write on a 

wall or something, their opinion, and then they could get something.  

Interviewer: So would you rather go and see that than a painting in a museum?      

Various: Yeah 

Male: It’s a lot more creative.  

Female: cheaper! 



  

4.3. Culture as valuing diversity  

As indicated in young people’s own definitions of culture, notions of cultural diversity in relation to 

race, ethnicity, national background, etc. represent a recurrent theme in their narratives. The 

awareness of cultural diversity or ‘culture-as-diversity’ was, once again, projected on their own close 

environment (i.e. school, neighbourhoods, city) and reflected their own experiences in Hull. It has to 

be mentioned at this point, that the used picture cards representing ‘politics’ and ‘religion’ often 

caused lively debates around these issues of cultural diversity, plurality and tolerance. The following 

two quotes reflect how young people negotiate culture both politically, geographically as well as 

inter-generationally:   

Because the people there it’s different because if you go to central London there’s going to be 

loads of different ethnicities and stuff and people bring their own culture. Whereas, if you 

come to Hull, it’s a lot more White British people than there is anyone else, so there’s less 

culture from other people… (female, secondary) 

…like race, religion, ethnicity and things like that. I don’t think… like my granddad’s really old-

fashioned, and by really old-fashioned I mean really racist. And I think it’s that generation that 

maybe don’t understand. Like they believe what the media like wants them to believe… 

(female, secondary)  

Yeah. Our school has so many people speaking so many different languages, we sort of do have 

that idea about what goes on like in different cultures and things like that…sort of you see it 

differently in high school, so I think you become mature enough to understand, like, what 

happens in different religions and that. (female, secondary) 

4.4. Culture as heritage of the city  

Similar to primary school children’s responses, notions of Hull-related cultural heritage as well as 

interpretations of culture-as-heritage frequently came to the fore in the teenagers’ narratives. 

Whilst more popular, and perhaps more promoted cultural and historical legacies of Hull were 

frequently mentioned (e.g. Amy Johnson, the city’s fishing heritage, William Wilberforce, etc.), the 

pupils also showed awareness of perhaps less obvious past achievements emanating from the city. 

Referring to former University of Hull professor George Gray, who is credited with the invention of 

Liquid Crystal Display (LCD) and was celebrated within the ‘Made in Hull’ season within the City of 

Culture year, one teenager stated:  

There is a lot of history and background of Hull that affects, like, normal everyday life, like 

phones, everyone is on their phones and without, I don’t think without the help of the people 

from Hull, we wouldn’t have the phones, we wouldn’t have the technology of touchscreens, 

and stuff like that. (male, secondary) 

In a similar vein, another male student points out the city’s rich heritage in sport as an apt example:  

Hull is a small town in a way, compared to others and you’d normally just fly over it in like a 

map or whatever. You wouldn’t pay much attention to it, but we’ve got rugby teams and a 

football team, so it kind of makes it stand out a lot more. (Male, secondary) 

The latter quote also indicates the role of sport (i.e. rugby, football, etc.) as key cultural identity 

markers of place for young people. This was also confirmed when discussing the cultural dimensions 

of sport with pupils in the context of the sports-themed picture card which was used as a prompt 

during the focus groups.  



  

4.5. Raised awareness of the national significance of Hull 2017 

Related to the previous point about a noticeably increased sense of local heritage and culture in the 

context of Hull 2017, young people reported how the mega event raised, at least temporarily, the 

national profile of the city from a little known and seemingly insignificant place to something rather 

special. Frequently paired with this awareness is a conscious and somewhat self-deprecating view 

that the city has not much to offer in terms of landmarks, leisure or touristic highlights. Here are 

some typical comments uttered by the young people:    

There is nothing really big here… nothing massive like, that as soon as you think of it you’d 

think Hull. Like, if you think of Big Ben, you think of London. But, there is nothing like that here 

(female, secondary) 

Like normally people sort of like… they might bypass us when they’re going up north and you 

see it on the motorway, you’re like, “I ain’t going to that place,” and drive by it.  And then like 

now people are sort of coming and having a look round and, you know...it’s nice (male, 

secondary) … 

Female classmate: Yeah, it is nice to sort of know that people know where we are. 

As the previous quote indicates, the increased presence of visitors and tourists in the city during 

2017 was perceived as something positive and seemed to elevate young people’s sense of place and 

local pride as it provided an opportunity to share the culture of ‘their’ city with outsiders. In a similar 

vein, this is also echoed in the following anecdote by a female pupil:     

…in town I heard someone saying about going back to a hotel, and I was thinking, “Why on 

earth would you come here on holiday?”  And it sort of like clicked that there is stuff going on 

in the city and, you know, visiting family and that (…) and have a wander around… (female, 

secondary)  



  

5. Themes emerging from interviews with teachers 

5.1. What is culture? 

The overwhelming sense that arose from asking teachers this question was the enormity of the task 

involved in defining this. Almost all took culture to be a term that is very open and can encompass 

almost any aspect associated with life including that associated with creative expression. This quote 

is an illustrative example of the type of comments raised: 

I always think that culture’s like a bit of metaphor in itself, like it’s quite hard to be like literal 

when you’re talking about culture, so it can mean many different things.  And often whatever 

you think about culture is pretty much spot on.  I know when I went to the Turner Prize, it was 

all over the wall.  Whatever you think about it, you’re right.  I think that is with culture, there’s 

such a wide range of things.  And I think sometimes I do think that the word culture puts some 

people off it.  Maybe they think it’s too high-brow for them so it goes above their heads so they 

don’t really try and access it, but I really do enjoy culture and I enjoy different cultures, like 

travelling and living in different places.  I think different cultures are key, and it’s what the 

children need in a school. They need to learn about different cultures. [Primary Teacher]    

A general interest in understanding more in terms of how children and young people do definer 

culture was also of interest: 

…when you come up with an answer of what it is [culture], it would be really good for us 

teachers to have, like a definitive this is it, because I do think that’s what we found.  We’ve sort 

of done lots of things, but whether they’ve understood, I don’t know.  It’s linking it back to the 

culture and the word culture, isn’t it? [Primary Teacher] 

The way in which schools covered issues to do with culture was strongly linked into a place-based 

approach with many schools signing to the Hull Curriculum… 

5.2. Surprise at children and young people’s discussions 

In a number of cases, teachers expressed their surprise at the types of conversations and reference 

points that the children and young people drew upon in exploring culture during the focus groups. 

This exchange between two primary school teachers exemplifies this:  

Teacher 1:  And, Sammy’s full knowledge of politics and Brexit, because Sammy often 

wouldn’t voice any of those opinions, would he? 

Teacher 2:  No. It’s not something that interests… Well, both of them are heavily into 

sport, aren’t they? And, you just… The views that they have there, you just 

wouldn’t think that they would come from those two children really. 

This view was also well echoed elsewhere:  

…talking about Russia, talking about Japan, talking about the Middle East and I just think that 

was really interesting that they had that awareness…  Much more, yes, much more than I 

thought they would.  [Secondary Teacher] 

This raises an important question as to how much time and space schools have typically had or have 

allocated to engaging with the voices of children and young people in relation to their views on 

‘culture, as well as the wider social, international and/or political associations the idea entails. 



  

5.3. The national curriculum as a barrier for engaging with culture 

Many interviewed teachers strongly emphasised that the stringent curriculum they have to comply 

with poses a significant obstacle to engaging children in a meaningful debate about ‘culture’ and the 

possible readings and manifestations it may entail. According to teachers, it also limits a more active 

engagements with the City of Culture: 

[The] curriculum has almost taken out all the creativity that we used to have and the freedom 

to decide our own learning and the objectives that… The statutory objectives that each child 

has to meet by the end of a key-stage are so specific that actually, there was almost nothing in 

the curriculum that we could link to City of Culture and we had to drag, and drag, and drag, 

and find, and find, and find ways to adapt small bits of wording within the national curriculum 

to fit it in. [Primary teacher] 

 …the arts are not glamourised in any way, they’re not like bigged up to say, you know, to be 

able to play the violin or to be able to sing and dance is incredible, you know, it’s a talent, you 

know?  No, maths and English, maths and English...  [Secondary teacher]                                       

This issue was particularly pertinent in the schools struggling to meet the expectations placed upon 

by policy directives on attainment and the progress that pupils and students are expected to be 

making.  There was some, albeit not unlimited, freedom to engage more with the ‘one-off’ 

opportunities that arose as a result of being a part of the UK City of Culture.  

5.4. Young peoples’ cultural im/mobility 

A further issue that arose frequently was in relation to how im/mobile the children, young people 

and their families were in relation to accessing cultural activities and offers, including the wealth of 

opportunities linked directly to the City of Culture programme. Issues of cultural immobility were 

often reported by teachers working at schools serving less affluent neighbourhoods. According to 

some respondents, this was sometimes set in relation to a ‘deep-rooted’ inward-looking perspective 

on place and culture among these communities:     

Teacher 1: …so that’s opened the pupils eyes to, you know, that culture’s on their doorstep if 

you like or, you know, different kinds of cultures are on their doorstep.  But then being 

balanced, I still think that there is that, there will always be that deep-rooted idea that we’re 

from Hull and we like that and we stay quite close. 

Teacher 2: [they’re] very insular.  [Secondary school teachers] 

This stood in stark contrast to the perceived high levels of mobility experienced by the children in 

the more affluent school in the study: 

It was quite noticeable how many of them have been accessing things to do with the City of 

Culture. That was very noticeable for us… At all those events, we keep seeing… even quite far 

afield events, like the Pumping Station, Pickering Park, and I was working at one and it was just 

full of [their school’s] children.  And I was thinking, gosh, this is amazing because they don’t 

even live here.  [Primary teacher]. 

It was of interest that the City of Culture then acted as a catalyst for some schools to ensure their 

children and young people had experienced the cultural resources Hull (including those linked to the 

City of Culture) had to offer: 



  

I don’t know if there’s ever like an actual barrier there, but maybe the City of Culture just 

opened our eyes to getting them into the city a bit more.  I think that’s what it was, and putting 

the local topics in terms of history and geography based around Hull, it gave us no choice but 

to do it, so it gave a little push. [Primary teacher] 

The geographical location of the school was an important feature in relation to the extent to which 

schools could however do this.  Those located close to the city centre being able to do this much 

more frequently (where they could access the city centre on foot) whereas those located some 

distance from the city centre could not always justify the cost of travel out of the school budget, 

especially when school policy was not to charge families for any trips.   

5.5. Ability to engage with opportunities emerging from the City of 
Culture year 

Whilst there was an overwhelmingly positive view on the opportunities arising out of the City of 

Culture for their pupils, there was a strong sense amongst some schools’ that ability to engage with 

City of Culture opportunities was variable across the city. It seemed that schools which had active 

volunteers and enthusiasts among their staff were more connected to,  and engaged with the City of 

Culture programme than others. In one particular school without volunteers among their staff, there 

was a sense that they simply did not know about opportunities on offer: 

…actually, there’s massive things and few schools have been invited, but not all of us and I 

just… I don’t know where those schools got the opportunities from… Like, the Sound for Hull 

thing, I was in town a few months ago and saw my ex-Head Teacher and she was going off to 

the big Sound of Hull thing that was in City Hall that I didn’t even know was on, that ten school 

had entered into and they’d auditioned for Britain’s Got Talent. And, like… Well, we’ve got a 

choir. Do you know what I mean? [Primary teacher] 

Together with time and curriculum related restraints (see 5.3), there was also a sense amongst the 

secondary teachers that the official educational programme of Hull 2017 was more directed towards 

primary schools than it was towards secondary schools: 

quite a lot of the educational packages, have been designed at primary school.  There’s been so 

much going on with primary school pupils it seems, a lot more than secondary and if I had a 

frustration as a teacher and as an ambassador for the City of Culture as a volunteer, that 

would be one of my biggest frustrations is the engagement with secondary school [Secondary 

teacher, and Hull 2017 volunteer]. 

Another potential barrier for engagement with the opportunities on offer was that teachers’ 

requirements to plan ahead and structure lessons would sometimes clash, or be in conflict with, the 

more spontaneous way in which the City of Culture education programme often operated: 

The only thing we were saying, because we do try and do the challenge Hulls, but they come 

out on a Monday morning for that week and we said, as teachers, we need a bit of prep time 

because some of them have been really good ideas and you could have worked it into your 

lessons, but by Monday morning we’ve planned our week ahead, so that’s the only thing 

[Primary teacher] 



  

6. Themes emerging from interviews with cultural 
education practitioners 

6.1. Introduction  

Besides primary and secondary school children and their teachers, this study sought to capture the 

experiences and opinions of ‘cultural education practitioners’ (CEPs) to gain an understanding on 

how the notion of ‘culture’ has been used by children and young people and how it has permeated 

their formal and informal educational experiences during 2017. With the heuristic label of ‘cultural 

education practitioners’ we refer to professionals who work, often independently or as part of a 

cultural organisation, with teachers, children and young people to promote and facilitate creative, 

cultural and arts education. These individuals often have a teaching background themselves and can 

draw on a rich experience in working with schools, children and young people across the city and the 

wider region. It can also be added that these practitoners demonstrate great enthusiasm and 

commitment to their mostly not-for-profit educational activities. In this study, we also refer to 

‘cultural education practitioners’ as those professionals who are employed by established cultural 

and arts institutions (e.g. museums, theatres, etc.) and whose job specifications involve networking 

and engagement with educational institutions, teachers, children and young people as well as local 

communities. In addition to that, the label CEP has also been attached to actors in local cultural 

policy making (e.g. city council) as well as professionals who were specifically employed by Hull 2017 

to facilitate learning and public engagement activities in collaboration with schools and young 

people more generally. A total of seven CEPs were purposively selected and interviewed for this 

research project with the aim to gain a wide variety of informed insights and opinions from these 

practitioners.  

In the following section we outline some of the major findings gained from the participation of CEPs 

and will summarise the key themes emerging from their interview narratives.  

6.2. Finding the ‘right’ people in schools and local communities  

The interview data shows that CEPs are conscious of finding suitable entry points to schools by 

approaching schools’ teaching and support staff who are likely to engage in cultural outreach 

activities and collaboration. The following quotes reflect this approach and point at good practice in 

engaging schools in cultural activities:  

I avoid contact with headteachers because the headteachers are not always the best people 

who know the children and the parents; they’ve got different roles obviously and they’re 

meeting different people. So safeguarding officers or community leaders in schools are perfect. 

(theatre outreach officer, p. 2) 

Yes, we trawled a lot of schools. So it was quite hard, that … often we’re a little bit at the mercy 

of the teachers, kind of understanding what it is that we’re trying to do. So we had quite a lot 

of difficulties… We’d arrive at the school and we’d end up with young people that have, like, 

learning difficulties, because the teachers would presume…that’s for special needs kids… 

(visual arts and music practitioner, p. 2) 



  

6.3. Using school and community events to break down barriers to 
‘culture’ in socio-economically marginalised areas 

Several interviewees pointed at the fact that intimidation and prevailing preconceptions towards art 

and culture (mainly understood as ‘high culture’) represent serious barriers for the meaningful 

engagement of schools and communities, particularly in areas characterised as being disadvantaged 

in term of educational and socio-economic measures. The following quotes provide some interesting 

insights into this existing barriers and equally highlight some valuable approaches of how to 

overcome them:  

So for them the culture, especially in the preparation for City of Culture, it was like ‘We don’t 

need it. We don’t need it, nothing’s going to happen on [name of place], they’re not going to 

come to us, we don’t like to go to town’, and quite often more than that in those communities 

it’s seen as nonsense so ‘What’s the point of making some installation?’ or ‘What’s the point of 

spending money on a piece of metal that somebody claims that he’s made a sculpture of but it 

doesn’t look like anything?’ (Theatre outreach officer, p. 4)  

So it would be unfair to say there are only those that don’t care but those who try, even though 

they haven’t got finance to do that, they try their best to still provide for the children and make 

the childhood as colourful as possible. And I can see those parents in youth clubs, baby clubs, 

like they will try to seek these opportunities to come out. And that’s why I thought …I know 

how it is as a parent, you do more for your child than you do for yourself…and obviously we 

wanted to engage families to engage in [name of cultural organisation], so that was the way. 

(Theatre outreach officer, p. 6)  

6.4. Compensating the economic costs of culture, creativity and 
cultural participation for schools, families, children and young 
people  

Similar to the findings from primary and secondary schools, the affordability of cultural offers and 

activities, both within and beyond schools, plays an important role for children and teachers to 

actively participate and get involved. Arts and cultural organisations tend to have good access to 

national and charity-based funding streams and many of them were particularly successful in 

receiving grants in the build-up of Hull 2017, UK City of Culture. This allowed increased engagement 

with socio-economically disadvantaged communities and school catchment areas. However, the lack 

of funds and financial support represent some of the key barriers for schools to engage in cultural 

activities. Here are some quotes that support the barriers and opportunities linked to the financial 

investment in cultural, arts and creative educational activities:   

…It depends on the school, on how supportive the school is, so a lot of it is financial because 

certain schools subsidise the lessons quite heavily so parents only pay a very small amount of 

the cost, and they tend to be the schools I think we have lots of children playing so then it 

becomes part of the culture of that school… (Music education practitioner, p 2) 

I’ve seen in poorer areas of Hull is that the parents won’t have the instrument in the house, so 

the instrument loan system is free, so they don’t have to pay anything and they can have an 

instrument as soon as they sign the form to say that they want to have lessons, but lots of 

parents don’t want the instrument in the house because they think it’s too valuable and they 

might break it and then they’re scared of having to pay for the cost of it. (Music education 

practitioner, p. 2) 



  

6.5. Offering CPD and pedagogical know-how to schools and teachers 
in integrating cultural or creative elements into the curriculum  

The interviews with CEPs also indicate that teachers value their contributions and support in working 

with children on cultural, arts-related and creative project. Besides the fact that such continuous 

professional development (CPD) activities are valued by schools and should be available at low-cost, 

also has to do with teachers’ lack of confidence or time to integrate cultural and creative activities in 

rigidly planned and predetermined curricula. Here is what some CEPs had to say about this issue:  

…I always speak to teachers and say, ‘Is there anything on the creative side that you have got 

in the curriculum where you don’t know how to do it? Maybe I could do? (Theatre outreach 

officer, p. 3) 

Also, our ethos I suppose you would call it, is everything is customer-driven, so we carry out 

regular consultation with schools, we build relationships with them, close relationships, where 

we go in and support them with their curriculum planning and things...we have developed new 

learning programmes,…, a teacher resource pack, they have got the digital platform, and there 

is also a new led session that they can come and experience at the museum… (Heritage 

education practitioner, p. 4 and p. 5) 

6.6. Using culture as a pathway to raise children’s confidence, 
wellbeing and aspirations  

An important finding, which is in line with much existing research on children’s participation in 

cultural and arts activities, is that these are extremely valuable ways for enhancing children’s 

confidence, physical and mental wellbeing and self-esteem. This is echoed in the following 

statements by CEPs:  

So wherever you come with art children love to be engaged. It’s obviously easier with 

colouring-in and cutting out and doing things than acting and actually exposing yourself 

because it’s self-esteem and actually in the 21st century these poor children have no self-

esteem whatsoever. But obviously it’s the difference between participation as watching 

something and participating in creating something… (Theatre outreach officer, 7)  

We took I think it was about 600 children from secondary schools down to the Albert Hall, 

where they sang and played … And obviously [it was an] amazing experience for young people, 

because ... quite a lot of them from some of the schools had never sung in a choir before, and 

they were singing in the Royal Albert Hall in a performance, so it was kind of a really exciting 

event for them. (Music education practitioner, p 3) 

…the young people that have participated in the [literature] programme ...have a lot going on 

in their lives, but they really want to express that and articulate that and the interesting 

journey is they’ve learned how to express themselves creatively whilst also very much working 

through their personal issues on the page, which sounds quite dramatic, but that’s what 

writers do. So yeah, they all seem to love it, the ones that I’ve spoken to. (Literary education 

practitioner, p. 2)  



  

6.7. Facilitating cultural mobility for schools, children and young 
people  

As indicated previously, and shown in other data sets, the physical, technological and geographical 

mobility of children and young people plays a decisive role in how they are able to access, 

participate in, and make use of cultural offers. Again, this is often determined by the financial 

affordances of schools, families or the children and young people themselves. The manifold personal 

and educational benefits of travelling or temporarily leaving familiar educational and social 

environments, are emphasised by CEPs in the following quotes:   

It sort of highlights the fact that actually some schools don’t have that provision to go and visit 

somewhere else and see something else and do something different, and music creates that 

quite a lot … it’s about widening your horizons, and culture and the arts can do that in tiny, tiny 

ways and in massive ways, and it’s about noticing other things, being able to access other 

things, so it might even just be going to a performance of something you wouldn’t have gone 

to before, or going into an art gallery that you might never have walked into before… (music 

education practitioner, pp. 2 and 5) 

…people have mobility as in not disabled or accessibility issues, but my experience of Hull is 

that, I don’t know, someone who lives on Longhill, Greatfield or Bilton Grange or whatever, 

they kind of don’t have a reason to come into the city centre to experience culture, even 

though it’s there for people… (Literary education practitioner, p. 4)  

…but the priority for us based on what teachers always tell me, is that budgets may become 

tight but they still see the value of a visit to their local museums, because it is just so valuable 

in terms of getting them out of their local area and giving them an insight into something else. 

So, yeah that is kind of one major area. (Heritage education provider, p 9) 

6.8. Using cultural and arts interventions to counter restrictions and 
funding cuts in arts and cultural education in schools  

According to most CEPs, increased policy-driven national curriculum frameworks and educational 

budget cuts have led to severe restrictions in cultural, arts and creative education across the 

country. According to these participants, national educational policies and decision making tend to 

prioritise seemingly more ‘practical’ and utilitarian subjects such as STEM (Science Technology 

Engineering Mathematics) rather than subjects that stimulate creative thinking and problem-solving. 

Likewise, it is widely felt among this group that educational policies and national curricula largely fail 

to see that culture and creativity can be positively and effectively integrated in a wide range of 

subjects. These increased limitations, and their negative effects on arts education and cultural 

literacy of children and young people, were clearly recognised by the interviewees.    

I think the thing that is really scary is that all the time that education is, kind of like, turning 

people into robots. So I feel really scared by the way that the curriculum is so limited, that 

they’re not allowed to stray off of it. It’s often hard for us just to get into schools and run things 

because there’s just no space in the curriculum for them to just, kind of, do something else. The 

way that things have to be taught, which is like a prescriptive thing where there’re steps and 

targets, you know, it’s really narrowing education, I think. (visual arts and music practitioner, 

p. 6)   

…as part of our teacher training, you are going to have to do something. I don’t care whether 

you’re going to end up doing whatever because, you know, the greatest scientists or whoever 



  

were really creative people. So, if you want to – teach physics, you want to be like Einstein, 

you’ve got to have really creative mind so you’re going to have to do some creative activity. 

That doesn’t seem to happen, you know. (Local arts policy representative, p. 6) 

6.9. Deconstructing the myth of cultural elitism 

As outlined in the introduction and reflected in some of the comments of children and young people, 

the difference between ‘high’ and ‘popular’ culture reflected a recurrent theme across all 

participants. While young people (and particularly secondary school children) expressed preference 

for public, informal and seemingly low-key arts and cultural events (e.g. street art), cultural 

education practitioners were keen to point out that children and young people were no strangers to 

high (quality) art and culture. Here are some of their views,  

So, an example would be things like the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra open rehearsals, so we 

take year four, five or sometimes six in primary school to the City Hall to see an orchestra, and 

for most of those children that’s the first time they’ve ever seen a live orchestra … But the 

teachers that … bring them are always completely astounded that they all sit for an hour and 

they will barely move or speak and they will just watch an orchestra,... seeing something live 

like that, you know, it is amazing for them…  (Music education practitioner, p. 6) 

And what we’ve been saying for a long time, …, it’s about great art folks (?) and that, and the 

great, good thing that happened recently is people have got that and they kind of go ‘Yeah, it’s 

not elitist to say you want great art’. You know, if you’ve got to give someone a book to read, it 

ought – and that’s the first time they’ve read a novel, make sure it’s a bloody good one. You 

know, don’t get them to write it themselves… (Local arts policy representative, p. 5)  

6.10. Aiming towards a broader definition of culture within Hull 2017 

Drawing on their rich and diverse experiences in working with children and young people both 

within and outside formal education settings, it is perhaps not surprising that Cultural Education 

Practitioners advocate for a broad and holistic understanding of ‘culture’. Here, the narratives reveal 

that culture encompasses a wide range of personal, educational and leisure activities of children and 

young people and requires a move away from conventional, narrow and elitist understandings of 

culture as ‘art’. In this reading, areas like sport, food, media, (online) socialising and other seemingly 

mundane everyday activities are tied into the idea of culture in the context of children’s and young 

peoples’ lives. At the same time, respondents echo much of the school teachers’ opinions that an 

open debate about culture ought to be at the very heart of children’s education and learning, and 

cultural mega events such as Hull 2017 have much to contribute to this. Here are some of the 

statements provided by this group of respondents:      

“You know what I’m missing and I think it’s part of the culture sport. And in a sense, I think that 

when the City of Culture was not allowed to do any sporty activities because apparently it 

didn’t go under culture you kind of lost a lot of the … audience because, according to my 

definition, sport is part of the culture, okay.” (Theatre outreach officer, p 9) 

“…it includes arts and it includes stuff from life like music, like television, film, but it also 

includes other stuff that you might do such as sport of driving a car, or going to different types 

of events like motor racing… and it’s also food and friends and breaking bread with people and 

having conversations with people of choosing not to have a conversation with people who are 

beyond the culture you understand for whatever reason. So it’s all of the above.” (Literature 

education practitioner, p. 6)  



  

“Well, I think [culture and arts education] should be absolutely central for everybody, you 

know, for all children because it’s not just learning specific art form skills; it’s actually learning 

a way of thinking…you’ve got to be able to plan, you’ve got to be able to see, you’ve got to be 

able to create. And all those things are really important in lots of other activities in life, so it 

should be right at the centre of everybody’s experience as children.” (Arts educator, p. 6) 

7. Conclusions and recommendations 
The preliminary research findings emerging from this study highlight a range of issues which are 

significant for gaining a better understanding about how children and young people perceive and 

use ‘culture’ in the context of a major cultural annual mega event such as Hull 2017. Likewise, they 

allow valuable insights into the views of teachers and cultural education practitioners in how to 

facilitate and strengthen children’s and young people’s engagements with culture in this context. 

Although the findings are diverse and far reaching, the following conclusions seek to provide a useful 

overview over the key messages that all participants – children, teachers and CEPs, had to convey. 

Furthermore, we draw out some tentative recommendations as to how children’s and young 

peoples’ notions of culture can be interpreted and utilised by those involved in the education and 

provision of cultural offers for children.  

In our conclusions and recommendations, we loosely refer to three different operational spheres 

which affect children and young people as well as those working with them on a daily base. These 

spheres can be interpreted as ‘macro’ (i.e. national policy making, regional and urban cultural 

planning, cultural events programming), ‘meso’ (i.e. school-level learning and teaching, cultural 

education initiatives, etc.) and ‘micro’ (i.e. individual, family and community sphere), which will 

frequently overlap, but provide a useful heuristic framework for future practice.  

• Culture and creative education have a positive impact on children’s emotional, social and 
educational wellbeing (macro, meso and micro sphere) 
Our research provides clear evidence that culture and creativity, and their integration in 

schooling and curricula has very positive impacts on children’s emotional, social and 

educational wellbeing. The frequency in which children in this research associated culture 

and involvement in cultural and creative production with feelings of happiness, autonomy, 

empowerment, self-expression, etc. is striking and confirms existing research findings 

highlighting the positive effects of culture and creativity on children’s wellbeing (Arts 

Council England, 2014). This sends a clear message to policy makers, educators, local 

communities and parents to further enhance the presence of culture and creativity in 

teaching and learning across various levels and age groups. These findings are equally 

relevant in view of increasing national concerns about children’s and young people’s mental 

health which could be addressed, if not mitigated by sensible and purposeful cultural and 

creative interventions in children’s and young peoples’ education.      

• Stimulating a critical debate about arts, culture and creativity in national curricula (macro 
sphere) 
In line with existing criticisms of one-dimensional and restrictive national school curricula, 

our findings show that, on a macro level, a more critical debate is needed to bring back arts, 

culture and creativity more forcefully and confidently into teaching and learning in British 

schools. According to our findings, there seems to be more leeway for cultural education in 

primary and ‘special’ or alternative secondary schools. Our research findings indicate that 



  

traditional secondary schools seem to suffer the most from curriculum restrictions in terms 

of accommodating creativity, arts and cultural education in classrooms. Our findings also 

show that there is much enthusiasm in schools to facilitate this form of education, however 

lack of time, resources, training and expertise make it difficult for teachers to take risks and 

implement good ideas and projects around ‘cultural’ education. Cultural public mega events 

such as the UK City of Culture scheme could be used more effectively to stimulate, and 

contribute to, this debate on local and national levels. 

• Arts & Culture education for creating sense of place and promoting citizenship and civic 
engagement (macro and meso sphere) 
Our findings clearly indicate that cultural content embedded in school curricula as well as 

enhanced space for creative and cultural expression within schools has an overwhelmingly 

positive effect on how children develop a sense of place and belonging. Perhaps this 

becomes most evident when children and young people stress how much they have learnt 

about the city’s cultural and historical heritage during the City of Culture year 2017, and 

how it made them feel proud about Hull’s unique cultural heritage and lasting historical 

achievements. This is significant for primary school children, for whom Hull 2017 provided a 

valuable educational starting point to develop a sense of place through investigative and 

creative learning and teaching approaches tailored around local heritage and culture 

(inward-looking). It was perhaps even more important for the older children, who tend to 

perceive their hometown as rather marginal, insignificant and lacking distinctiveness on a 

wider national or international stage (outward-looking). For this group, Hull 2017, and the 

various educational interventions linked to the event, seemed to provide opportunities to 

positively ‘rediscover’ their city and to reinstate a sense of civic pride and belonging which 

helped to overcome feelings of marginalisation and associated self-deprecation. This comes 

close to Boland et al.’s (2018) findings about young people’s attitudes towards 

Derry/Londonderry as UK City of Culture 2013, which showed that the UK City of Culture 

status nurtured teenagers’ positive attitudes towards their home town. However, these 

positive attitudes towards place were mostly short-lived and seemed to disappear once the 

annual mega event drew to a close. In view of such findings, local policy makers, cultural 

practitioners and educators ought to encourage long-term inclusive facilitation of cultural 

education and participation for older children in a city like Hull. This will certainly help 

nurture a sense of place, belonging and civic engagement among this age group and give 

young people a more active stake in the city’s social and cultural fabric.  

• Tackling children’s and young peoples’ cultural im/mobilities (macro, meso and micro 
sphere) 
While children and young people are regarded as highly mobile in terms of using mobile and 

digital technologies, the degree to which they are able to travel for the purpose of cultural 

participation and consumption is often restricted by various factors. Besides urban 

geography and planning, which tends to place cultural institutions almost exclusively in city 

centres, other factors relate to preconceptions among socially and geographically 

marginalised communities’ towards ‘culture’ and art as elitist categories which are 

restricted to specific and high-threshold social zones. Findings from this study also indicate 

that financial precariousness and/or the lack of transport networks are major reasons for 

cultural immobility among young people. While Hull 2017 was successful in building bridges 



  

to more peripheral communities, there is limited evidence that young people from 

peripheral urban areas would travel independently to attend cultural events further away 

from their home. Many schools participating in this study have voluntarily taken on the role 

of local cultural facilitators or sought to overcome centre-periphery distances by organising 

trips to cultural events in the city centre or further afield. As for the latter, children’s 

excitement of experiencing something ‘new’ or ‘different’ in another place and 

environment was evident and highlights the significance of physical mobility in the context 

of cultural participation. It is thus recommended that urban transport and cultural planning 

considers this aspect and help improve the mobility of young people. At the same time, it 

would also be beneficial if schools were given ample financial support to facilitate school 

trips to cultural events and institutions, or facilitate or host cultural events on their own 

premises.  

• Culture and art in public places (macro, meso and micro sphere) 
Our research findings show a great deal of interest among most children and young people 

to create more art and culture that is both visible and usable in public places. Among 

secondary school children, this has often to do with a certain reluctance to pass the 

threshold into ‘traditional’ arts institutions such as museums, galleries or theatres, and their 

worries of having to spend money for such activities. Instead, public art and creative 

expression (e.g. via street art installations or graffiti), if done well and sensibly, were often 

seen as bringing something new and exciting to the city or the neighbourhood and were 

highly valued by the children and young people. Likewise, children indicated that, if well 

done, art in public places not only beautifies the city, but also enhances their sense of 

ownership and belonging to a particular place or community.  

Going beyond the City of Culture year, this offers opportunities for urban planners, artists 

and urban community representatives to develop public art and culture schemes which are 

meaningful, high quality, inclusive and appealing to different age groups. Such future 

initiatives could involve schools, children and young people in the planning process, which 

in turn, could be purposefully linked to learning and teaching across school subject areas.  

• Promoting schools as pivotal sites for open cultural debate (meso and micro) 
The findings clearly show that schools are significant brokers and centres of ‘culture’, not 

only in the conventional sense of ‘arts’ and ‘creative’ education, but also in stimulating 

meaningful debates around multiculturalism, cultural policy/politics, community cohesion 

and intergenerational issues. Moreover, they are key sites and meeting places for social 

interaction between various agents (parents, teachers, children), and thus nodal points for 

communal life and culture. Although schools are conscious about their role as social and 

cultural brokers within communities, teachers do not always have enough time and/or 

confidence to engage in a critical debate about the wider meanings of ‘culture’ with the 

children and how it may affect their lives, futures and sense of place. The fact that teachers 

often felt positively ‘surprised’ or ‘astonished’ about what the children had to say about 

culture in the focus groups, shows that there is often a clear disconnect between curricula 

(i.e. ‘culture as art’) and the ‘real life’ cultural issues that young people care about. The 

findings also show that external input by professional cultural educators, was highly 

welcome and also provided valuable learning opportunities for both children and teachers. 



  

All this suggest that teachers’ enthusiasm is valuable, but also needs to be complemented 

by purposeful teacher training and CPD programmes that help improve practice.   

• Children valuing both ‘popular’ and ‘high’ culture (meso and micro sphere) 
Although much of the presented data suggests that children and young people frequently 

define culture in terms of ‘fun’, ‘happiness’ informality or forms of self-expression, this does 

not reduce their understanding of culture to forms popular entertainment (or 

‘edutainment’). The findings show that children and young people value and enjoy various 

forms of ‘high culture’ such as classical music, literature and cultural heritage. However, the 

findings indicated that, due to a variety of reasons, many children and young people do not 

always have the chance to be introduced to these ‘traditional’ art forms in a sensible and 

sympathetic way. Findings also show that schools and visiting cultural education 

professionals play an important role in introducing and sensitising children towards cultural 

and artistic expressions which are often mistakenly seen as incompatible with their social 

backgrounds, cultural tastes and consumption patterns. This observation is particularly 

relevant for cultural institutions and organisations (i.e. museums, theatres, orchestras, etc.) 

which are encouraged to further enhance community outreach activities and intensify their 

collaborative work with both primary and secondary schools. 

• Lowering thresholds for ‘traditional’ arts and cultural institutions (particularly for 
secondary school children/teenagers) (meso and micro sphere) 
Related to the previous point, findings show that traditional and ‘mainstream’ arts and 

cultural institutions work frequently and very effectively with primary schools and younger 

children. This may be linked to a prevailing arts pedagogy which seeks to create an appetite 

for arts and culture at an early age (i.e. ‘catch them early’ philosophy) but seems to tail off 

when it comes to older children/young people who are unlikely to visit museums, art 

galleries, theatres, etc. on their own or with friends and families. Some findings also 

indicate that other reasons for not attending such cultural offers have to do with fears 

among young people/teenagers that this may cause a financial burden and is not affordable 

for them. It would certainly be beneficial to promote and advocate such ‘mainstream’ or 

permanent art institutions and events more effectively to young people, which could be 

achieved through more regular cooperation between secondary schools and cultural 

outreach officers (or educators), relevant programming on behalf of the cultural 

institutions, and a more open debate in secondary schools around the benefits of arts and 

culture for young people. 

• Teacher training and Continuous Professional Development (CPD) in culture, arts-related 
and creative education across all subject areas (macro and meso sphere) 
Our findings clearly show that teachers often struggle to accommodate creative, culture- or 

arts- related elements into their teaching due to pressures in meeting national curriculum 

goals and learning outcomes for pupils. At the same time, most teachers feel that they lack 

confidence and the necessary skills to integrate meaningful cultural, arts-related and 

creative elements into their teaching, independent of the subject area in question. On the 

other hand, cultural education practitioners and providers who work independently with 

schools, repeatedly stressed that it is difficult to engage with schools or find the ‘right’ 

person to work with (typically the arts teacher) in view of project-based or long-term 



  

cultural and creative education. While collaborative work between teachers and 

independent cultural practitioners (including artists) seems to function fairly well at primary 

school and ‘special’ or alternative school level, secondary schools seem to be most affected 

by lack of time, expertise and resources on behalf of teaching and managerial staff. In some 

occasions, interviewees also stressed that, for older children, cultural and creativity-based 

pedagogical interventions are mainly limited to those children who are considered to have 

‘special needs’ or some kind of learning or behavioural difficulty. Our research clearly shows 

that such attitudes, lack of confidence or responsibility are misplaced and exclusive and 

hinder all children’s access to cultural and creative education across the curriculum. From 

our point of view, one effective pathway for addressing this issue lies in teacher education, 

training and CPD which ought to integrate, and be more open towards, innovative 

approaches to teaching which embraces arts, culture, creativity and/or local heritage as 

valuable resources for learning and teaching.             
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