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Abstract

This paper demonstrates the importance of art and design in education and how it has a
positive impact on social cohesion and socio-economic status. It examines how art can be
used as part of education, to equip learners with social skills and how design can help in
cognitive development (Karbasi-Amel et al., 2023). Its particular importance in areas of low
socio-economic status (SES), addresses how it can ameliorate preschool learners and those in
education, in these and other geographical areas. Social influences shape who we are, is
learned from a young age (Heckman, 2013, p. 26), is embedded in schools (Bar-Tal, 2000,
xii) and is of importance for educating teenage learners (Goodyear, 2018/2019 p. 95; Welsh
Government, 2022). Utilising Art and design skills can have a positive impact in educational
development and can contribute to better school attendance, aid socio-economic development
and improve wellbeing. Whilst there are variations on the term ‘social cohesion’ (Chan et al.,
20006), it is used here to describe a sense of belonging and interpersonal connection within
society. Social cohesion is a critical societal issue in expeditious globalization (Green et al.,
2006, p. 1) and is fundamental both physiologically and psychologically (Sandstrom & Dunn,
2014) however it is exacerbated by detrimental socio-economic conditions (Crowe et al.,
2021). This paper argues that art and design can be successfully used, to enable not only the
development of social education but is of significant benefit in learning STEM subjects as
part of the school curriculum (Ng & Chan, 2019).
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Introduction

Social cohesion, where limited or absent, is a contributing factor for worsening health and is
exacerbated by detrimental socio-economic conditions (Crowe et al., 2021). Areas of South
Wales, where low socio-economic status (SES) is evident, have prevalent health issues,
indicating a higher proportion of disabled people than England (Office for National Statistics,
2023). The health issue in these areas is recognised in policy making and there are key
features in the Welsh National Curriculum (Welsh Government, 2022) to attempt to address
this wide issue and aspects of social cohesion which can help develop skills for later
education and life.

Our society is quickly changing in the face of rapid globalization (Green et al., 2006, p. 1),
and people and communities are being negatively affected by digital influences, adding
complications to life and contributing to poor health (Turkle, 2011, p. 17). Social influences
shape who we are from a young age (Heckman, 2013, p. 26) and is of importance for
educating teenage learners (Goodyear, 2018/2019, p. 95; Welsh Government, 2022).
Equipping learners with tools to develop healthy physiological and psychological capabilities
is an important part of learning throughout education and beyond. Whilst there are variations
on the term ‘social cohesion’ (Chan et al, 2006), it is used in this paper to describe a sense of
belonging and interpersonal connection within society.

Policy makers recognise the importance of social education, subjects in the Welsh National
Curriculum Framework (Welsh Government, 2024) and offers a holistic approach in
facilitating teaching in Welsh schools. Design methodologies could help determine
paradigms of social education and cohesion in school environments and introduce
interventions that can enable positive outcomes for learners across the curriculum.

Figure 1: The Diagram Illustrates the Reasons Why the Arts Should Remain Available for
All Students at All Grade Levels
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Source: Sousa and Pilecki (2018, p. 15)

“The arts develop . . . creativity, problem solving, critical thinking, communication, self-
direction, initiative, and collaboration.” (Sousa & Pilecki, 2018, p. 14)

Humans need the Arts as well as the Sciences. Teaching practices can use design
methodologies to enable increased interaction amongst and between its learners therefore
building social skills (Sanders & Stappers, 2008). The use of Art (Karbasi-Amel et al., 2023)
and Design (Ng & Chan, 2019) can, respectively, equip learners in developing their social
skills and aide in cognitive development in a STEM subject.
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Figure 2: A Snapshot in Time of Traditional and Emerging Design Practices

.. while the emerging

The traditional design disciplines focus design disciplines focus on
on the designing of ‘products’ ... designing for a purpose
visual communication design design for experiencing
interior space design design for emotion
product design design for interacting
information design design for sustainability
architecture design for serving
planning design for transforming

Source: Sanders & Stappers (2008)

There is also evidence to suggest that whilst the teaching of social cohesion in schools is
regarded as important, a much earlier intervention is needed, by the age of three (Heckman,
2013, p. 22), particularly in low socio-economic areas. Such learning developments are vital
to help cope with the fast-paced world we live in today.

Art is just as important as the sciences. Humans need an objective view, provided by sciences
and a subjective view, provided by the arts as they complement one another. Despite such
advantages the art and music learning programs are the first to be either removed or reduced
in the school curriculum; some private schools being the exception (Sousa & Pilecki, 2018).
Aspects of social cohesion are recognised as important and feature as part of the school
curriculum framework (Welsh Government, 2022). This framework is to some extent, non-
prescriptive and offers potential for inconsistency in approach resulting in a potential
variation in demographic learning outcomes.

This paper argues that Art and Design should be used to address social cohesion and other
social/economic issues in schools and demonstrates their intrinsic benefit to learners in
STEM related studies (Ng & Chan, 2019). The low socio-economic status (SES) of the South
Wales Valleys (Public Health Wales, 2020) is aided from early interventions such as Flying
Start, which helps improve attendance (Bandyopadhyay et al., 2023). Additionally, a more
prescriptive approach in terms of embedding Art & Design in the Welsh National Curriculum
would be conducive in improving health and socio-economic conditions in these areas.

Design Methodologies
Environment and Creative Learning

Disadvantaged families can gain from social and cognitive learning (Bandyopadhyay et al.,
2023), and with lasting effect of success, if learning is continued in later education. However,
life is more focused on cognitive tests (Heckman, 2013, p. 20, p. 26). Interventions in early
childhood development are fundamental in engendering values and beliefs in family
environments for a better chance of social and economic success in the future. Conversely,
adverse early conditioning correlate with poor health and job performance, poor social
function, disability to name but a few.

“Neglected young children often have persisting cognitive, socio-emotional and health
problems.” (Heckman, 2013, p. 22)
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Figure 3: Abnormal Brain Development Following Sensory Neglect in Early Childhood
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FIGURE 3: Abnormal brain development following sensory neglect in early childhood.
The scan on the left i1s from a healthy three-year-old with an average head size

(50th percentile). On the right is a scan from a three-year-old suffering from severe
sensory-deprivation neglect. This child’s brain is significantly smaller than the average
(3rd percentile) and has enlarged ventricles and cortical atrophy. Source: B. D. Perry,
“Childhood experience and the expression of genetic potential: what childhood
neglect tells us about nature and nurture.” Brain and Mind 3: 78-100, 2002.

Source: Heckman (2013)

Art can be of significant benefit to learners in early interventions: at-risk pre-school learners,
who were exposed to the effects of arts enrichment on school readiness for 2 years, proved to
have higher achievements than those who only attended for one year (Brown et al., 2010).
Looking more locally, in Wales there is supporting evidence that early intervention
programmes and policy changes could assist in the development of learners through the
course of life and in reducing development inequalities (Bandyopadhyay et al., 2023).

As young learners may find it difficult to evince emotions, art interventions can help express
thoughts and feelings in a safe non-verbal way. This explorative process helps young children
discover organic ways to help them grow. Play therapy can enable young learners uncover
their interests, learn self-discipline and of coping mechanisms to deal with stress. These can
all help reduce learner behavioural problems which could otherwise manifest further in later
education or indeed life (Karbasi-Amel et al., 2023). Successful play therapy and other art
interventions in early childhood development can be augmented in later education. The
continuation of such art and design methodologies are vital as part of ongoing development
through to teenage years (Goodyear, 2018/2019, p. 95) encouraging creating thinkers and
problem solvers in the face of rapid globalization (Green et al., 2006, p. 1). Using art-based
subjects in secondary education can help achieve an increase in the learning of STEM based
subjects (Ng & Chan, 2019). Using CAD as a tool to help in learning Mathematics not only
did students learn about a STEM subject but there was also an improvement in terms of their
spatial skills. This trans-disciplinary approach helps with more than just the core subject at
hand. It is about problem solving in a more dynamic way rather than just learning by wrote.
The real lesson is not only what is learned but what can be done with the learning as
suggested by a quote by Henri Poincaré “a Mathematician is like a writer who knows the
grammar but not the ideas” (Gray, 2012, p. 12). Thinking creatively, and in a more abstract
way, can help with critical thinking skills. Art based subjects can also help with the long-term
retention of the content of STEM related subjects (Hardiman et al., 2014) - significantly so
with those who have the lowest reading ability — developing cognitive, social skills and
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academic skills. Particularly beneficial to those in areas of Wales with low socio-economic
status.

The arts have been demonstrated to have a positive impact on young and older children in a
holistic way and can help provide greatest improvement with those having the lowest reading
ability. Despite these significant benefits it is the poorer schools that cut their art budget
(Gregory, 2017). As a result, it is the most vulnerable that miss out on building/enhancing
their social and cognitive success in the education environment and for readiness for when
they leave schools for employment and integration in society.

Health and Socio-Economic Aspects

Where social cohesion is limited, or even absent, it is a contributing factor for worsening
health, exacerbated by detrimental socio-economic conditions (Crowe et al., 2021).
According to the Office for National Statsitics (2023) the proportion of disabled people in
Wales has reduced since 2011 however, when comparing with England (21.2%), the
percentages are still comparatively high: at 24.6%, Neath Port Talbot and Blaecnau Gwent
have the highest proportion of disabled people then Merthyr Tydfil at 24.2%, and Rhondda
Cynon Taff at 23.8%. These are valley communities and are commonly understood to be
areas of low socio-economic status. There is also an increase in disparity between the least
and most deprived areas which is also being seen in other parts of the world (Public Health
Wales, 2020) - meaning more societal and health issues in the future unless there are earlier
interventions.

Within socio-economically deprived areas is a disproportionate non-attendance issue at
schools, when compared with England (Reid, 2009, p. 20). Attendance in early years
education is a problem, and amongst other contributing factors, young children have poor
access to play areas and local facilities (Bandyopadhyay et al., 2023). Non-attendance and
lack of social spaces exasperates not only the problem of academic learning but of the social
skills learned through organic play. Additionally, there is also an increase in teacher and
student confidence when the arts are used in lessons (Cauldwell & Vaughan, 2012, p. 106).
Increased art and design, lessons and the provision of an open play area within education
environments can alleviate/offer a safe place to play but of course access is limited by design
and inherent security.

Unfortunately, young children born and living in deprived areas are also at the greatest risk of
developing health and societal issues in later life. When identities, values and sense of
belonging are forming at an early age, a focus on education policy is beneficial in reducing
lifetime inequalities (Heckman, 2013, p. 12). The more deprived areas in the South Wales
Valleys are aided by early learning programs such as Flying Start (Bandyopadhyay et al.,
2023) which help prepare younger children in readiness for their later education, received as
part of The National Curriculum Framework for Wales, which attempts to tackle societal
issues in a holistic way.

Education Framework for Wales
Emotional resilience, if not tackled early has implications in later life. However, there is a
developmental gap in teenagers and issues with their emotional capability. Whilst teenagers

may have a higher level of social capital, (Goodyear, 2018/2019, p. 123) they are perhaps not
so physically connected because of the access to global information (Green et al., 2006, p. 1).
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Additionally, they may lack social skills in face-to-face discussions to help them in daily life
situations (Turkle, 2011).

Social cohesion is engendered firstly in family environments (Heckman, 2013, p. 26) and in
schools (Bar-Tal, 2000, xii). Learning positive aspects of social cohesion is important from a
very young age, through all education and in lifelong learning; this is recognized in policy
making. As part of the Curriculum for Wales Framework (Welsh Government, 2024)
congruent aspects of statutory guidance offers a consistent approach for schools and settings
for children between three and sixteen years of age. Provision of this Framework is used
along with health-related networks to enable those responsible in schools (and others) with
useful tools to implement a holistic curriculum. However, those with such responsibility, are
suggested to use local, cluster, regional and national level data (Welsh Government, 2022)
which invites variation, as does individual teaching methods for learners (McGlashan, 2018).
Despite the provision of twenty-seven mandatory policy statements that form part of the
Framework, each school creates its own curriculum therefore highlighting a demographic
variation in content.

Whilst the variation in a school’s curriculum is not specifically addressed in this paper, there
is an additional challenge in terms of budgetary constraints which can affect advantageous
creative learning. The betterment of art and music programs across the holistic curriculum are
sometimes lost because they are the first to be either removed or reduced; some private
schools being the exception (Sousa & Pilecki, 2018). This is rather disquieting considering
the social and academic gains to learners in socio-economic areas and of the confidence and
variation it can provide to teachers (Cauldwell & Vaughan, 2012, p. 106). It isn’t only
through teaching in the classroom environment that learners can gain on aspects of social
cohesion. Research by Sandstrom and Dunn (2014) suggests that there are psychological and
physiological advantages in maintaining connections socially even if just peripheral. In such
cases health has positively developed, both emotionally and socially, within a group of
learners. By just sharing a space(s) can facilitate the cultivation of healthier individuals to the
same extent as if a person was actively socially interacting with others. Sandstrom and
Dunn’s (2014) theory demonstrates the health-related benefits of being in a classroom even if
an interaction by one or more is limited or indeed if there is none. Attendance at school is
vital to continue learning and in developing skills for later education and beyond. Being
socially engaged or present in a classroom appears to be beneficial but attendance is critical
for ongoing social development. But are learners affected by the educational environments in
which they learn? Whilst not focusing specifically on the design of school environments,
activities that better social cohesion can be introduced to embed behaviors around identities,
values, beliefs and sense of belonging. Opportunities may exist to engender wellbeing
beyond the classroom and extend to parents/carers who influence their children (Heckman,
2013, p. 26) from a young age.

Improvements in physiological and psychological are evident when people connect socially.
Beyond this there are additional advantages which are perhaps not so obvious — there is also a
phenomenological link that is perhaps instrumental in feeling connection with others or
places. This aspect is important in getting learners to attend school and for them and their
parents to feel they have an invested bond of the path of the learner. What experiences could
inspire learners to feel connected to schools and within their communities? Hilary Mantel
(The Iron Maiden, 2020), suggests spiritual qualities could be just as salient as physical ones.
Embroiled with beliefs, spiritual qualities can help people feel a connection with their
environment. A welcoming space needs to extend beyond the classroom and give rise to a
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sense of togetherness and belonging and so ameliorate in development of social development.
Perhaps this is particularly important at the school entrance. Such spaces could be used in
creative ways to connect learners and their parents with schools. An example of Just one way
where art and design can be of noteworthy advantage in educational development.

Theory and Practice
Creative Intervention to Educate Learners on Aspects of Social Cohesion

Having prior ethics approval, I taught pupils at a local comprehensive school in Cardiff, in its
well-established art club. Using appropriate nomenclature, I addressed pupils from different
year groups on aspects of social cohesion to raise awareness of the subject and to enable the
creation of stories based on the theme. In a classroom setting I taught, two groups over two
consecutive days. Years 7, 8 on day one and year 9 on the second; approximately 20 learners
attended each day. Using the words “social connections” and “community” as a proxy for
social cohesion, the pupils were asked to offer what each of the two statements meant to them
before relatable examples were provided to enable further cognition. Following a presentation
on creative media, techniques and a brainstorming session, the learners created storyboards
on the theme. The issues relating to social cohesion in societies were not addressed.

Figure 4: Art Club Lesson on Social Connections and Community
= ‘ = T i

Note: Photograph taken by teacher [Penny (2024a)]

I was surprised that the learners were not so forthcoming about what social connections were
as the wording ‘social media’ is generally well known as a place to connect; this of course
may have been down to shyness. However, once I moved on to talking about places to
connect there was more energy and many suggestions. This information was used as a
catalyst to help them get ready for a brainstorming session where I encouraged them to call
out suggestions for connection, including the who? and why? As storytelling enables easier
memory retention (Hardiman et al., 2014) it can be considered a useful methodology in
teaching aspects of the school curriculum.
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Figures 5 & 6: Brainstorming Session at Art Club on the Theme of Social Connections and
Community

Note: Personal photographs

These brainstorming ideas were to encourage the learners to think about the potential for the
collection of words and to consider them, or alternatives, as a basis to be used in a story
around the theme of social connections and community. Having explained that there were no
real restrictions there was some fun and engaging suggestions emerging. I then moved on to a
session about storyboarding, and showed examples of how the media industry would use
different camera angles and techniques in film and tv production.

Figure 7: Art Club Lesson on Social Connections and Community

4

Note: Photograph taken by teacher [Penny (2024b)]
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Pupils were asked firstly to create thumbnails and then to use these simple ideas as part of a
more developed story about social connections in a community by using the storyboarding
templates provided as part of the lesson.

Note: Photographs taken by the teacher [Penny (2024c), (2024d)]

Both groups participated in the event and some interesting stories unfolded, whilst many of
them were perhaps only loosely related to the subject. This classroom-based exercise enabled
the learners to creatively solve a problem on an otherwise challenging subject in an original
and energizing way. It can perhaps be considered an enabler for learners to discover
individually, and from their peers, where there may be opportunities to connect socially and
in so doing help in improving their physiological and psychological well-being (Sandstrom &
Dunn, 2014). Through visuals, storytelling and applying such techniques, the pupils may
better remember aspects of social cohesion (Hardiman et al., 2014).

Figures 10 and 11: Feedback From Art Club Lessons on Social Connections and Community

Primary Research Feedback - Year 7

Did you enjoy the event?
. Better Understanding of ‘Community"

. Better Understanding of ‘Social Connections’ (

B oo

Did you enjoy the event?

. Better Understanding of ‘Community’

. Better Understanding of ‘Social Connections’ (9

Enough time?

Note: Personal photographs
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The feedback from the learners was promising indicating an understanding of what the terms
social connections and community mean. Such an approach could also be introduced for
other subjects, in the curriculum including STEM based subjects where art has been proven
to be beneficial in learning (Ng & Chan, 2019).

Getting Learners Engaged With Schools

Having an opportunity to learn about social cohesion in such an environment is beneficial,
however, learners who live in low socio-economic areas may not benefit because of non-
attendance (Reid, 2009, p. 20). Many buildings in the deprived areas of Wales have
foreboding entrances. Why can’t entrances to schools appear more inviting? Schools should
be places of engagement, learning and fun but may not appear appealing to young learners.
What subliminal messages are we demonstrating to children at the school gates? Could
imagery or stories at school entrances contribute to an increase in school attendance? What
would an appealing entrance look like to learners? Art and design methodologies can be
utilised to create meaningful entrances/environments. Involving the learners and community,
could help build social connections and improve local environments. Children could design
their school entrance to make it appealing to them (Perez, 2007).

Inspired by one of the stories created by the pupils in the art club I created an intervention to
be used at a school gate. This was created to imbue a sense of curiosity for learners and
parents, to facilitate better attendance and to enable a sense of belonging. During research on
a prior project, using a cluster sample of schools, it was evident that more can be done to
make some school entrances more appealing. Improving entrances to the grounds could
encourage increased attendance and facilitate improvement in the longer term mental and
physical health of the learners. For this paper I focused on school entrances in the low socio-
economic areas of South Wales (Office for National Statistics, 2023).

ol

Figure 12 G_opgle Image of Troedyrhiw Community Primary Scho
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Source: Google (2022a)
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School

Source: Google (2022b)

Schools can work with outsides organisations as part of the curriculum (Welsh Government,
2024) and so opportunities exist for schools to invite guests with art and design backgrounds
to create interventions to cultivate physiological and psychological wellbeing amongst its
learners and teachers. Creative projects could be initiated to educate, develop and work with
learners (Hwang Lynch, 2015), to help build relationships, to shape school environments
(Perez, 2007) and in making entrances more welcoming spaces for parents and learners
(Maverick Television, 2005). Interventions such as these create for a more welcoming
environment where learners and their parents have a sense of belonging and added value. A
creative/collaborative project at the school entrance could, in the long term, engage learners,
improve attendance and help in learn invaluable skills needed for when they leave education.
Inspired by the speculative designer M°Rae (n.d.) and the more positive aspects of digital
media, I created an art invention to help bridge the gap between parent/learner and school.
Using LEGO®© bricks, I replicated a QR code downloaded from the internet and then set it in
resin and concrete.

- Flgure 14 LEGO@ Bricks Set in Resm
LY - T

Note Personal photograph
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%ure 15: A Story Board by a Pupil From Cardiff High School
Story Title: £ O [ R R R R T R e

Note: Drawn by a pupil in the classroom [Unknown (2024)]

Embedded in the QR code is a simple animation to illustrate friendship which was inspired
by one of the student’s works from the art club. The QR code, set in concrete, is a developed
idea, from a prior project on the same theme. Created to invoke a sense of belonging and
connection between the learner/parent and the school it demonstrates alternative possibilities
in encouraging attendance and hopefully help learners gain invaluable social skills whilst
being part of a digital world.

Figures 16 & 17: LEGOO Bricks Set in Resin Replicating QR Code and Then Set in
Concrete

Note: Personal photographs
Conclusion

This paper has established the importance of art and design in education and has examined
the positive impact of creative learning in aspects of social cohesion. It has considered how
art can be used as part of the school curriculum, to equip learners with social skills and how
design can help a learner develop appropriate skills holistically. Its particular importance in
areas of low socio-economic status (SES), has also been addressed and in how it can aid
preschool learners and those in education, in theses local areas and more widely.
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It has been established that social influences are learned from an early age (Heckman, 2013,
p. 26) and cognitive development is enhanced when taught using creative processes (Karbasi-
Amel et al., 2023). The fact that social cohesion is embedded in schools (Bar-Tal, 2000, xii)
signifies its importance for both young and teenage learners (Goodyear, 2018/2019, p. 95;
Welsh Government, 2022).

Social cohesion is a critical societal issue and is fundamental in education both
physiologically and psychologically (Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014) however it is exacerbated by
detrimental socio-economic conditions (Crowe et al., 2021). This paper argues that art and
design can be successfully used, to develop social education and has significant benefit in
learning STEM subjects as part of the school curriculum (Ng & Chan, 2019) with betterment
in areas with low-socio-economic status (SES).
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