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Abstract

This paper discusses learning from a project that set out to explore how the general public  perceived the value of  public art in the context of urban regeneration of a city centre space. Whilst not set up explicitly as an action research project the paper discusses the way in which participatory public art projects of this kind can be understood and valued as action research processes. The paper is set within contemporary debates about urban development and new genre public art and was deliberately set up to challenge and interrupt conventional ‘ways of seeing’ about urban design and redevelopment and so provide a different context – a creative action space - for public involvement. The project focused particularly on the role of children and how playfulness and the input from children might activate alternative possibilities for imagining urban space as a key element to a ‘liveable’ urban realm. The paper discusses different levels of learning that arose from people’s experience and engagement with the installation and draws conclusions about the role of art in urban regeneration. 
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Using art installations as action research to engage children and communities in evaluating and redesigning city centre spaces

“Seeing comes before words. The child looks and recognises before it can 
speak ... Seeing establishes our place in the surrounding world ... The 
relation between what we see and what we know is never settled.” 
(Berger 1972)

Introduction
It is a cold winter’s morning in January and we are in Corby town centre in England; much like any other city centre shopping precinct in Britain with a familiar range of shops and urban architecture. But there is a drab rundown feel to this town centre space. Decaying physical environment, pound shops full of cheap purchases and a solemn haphazard procession to and fro of faces that appear far from nourished by this environment. The social and economic background to this town centre picture is characterised by higher than average unemployment consequent upon the decline of the Corby steel industry on which the town grew. Like other British towns and cities, Corby has been an outpost of disadvantage for some time, disconnected from wider economic and social prosperity experienced across the country at the turn of the century. Accordingly Corby has been the focus of significant regeneration efforts over the last 10 years, with a large scale redevelopment project planned for the town centre at the time of this project. But what might constitute creative and effective approaches to the redesign and regeneration of Corby town centre? So often regeneration is driven by powerful corporate agenda, economic imperatives and functional considerations concerning retail efficiency and profit accumulation and informed by universal design principles which at best give rise to sterile and uniform retailscapes devoid of local identity. How might city centre spaces be designed as more aesthetic and playful places supportive of public life and what role might art play in that process?
Critics have argued that ‘conventional’ approaches to urban regeneration have failed to bring about a transformation of experience for many urban dwellers (Landry 1996; Miles 1997). Within this shifting discourse of regeneration, art has experienced a renaissance in terms of its significance in urban development (Landry, 1996; Miles 1997; Matarasso 1998; Shaw 1999) characterised by increasing interest in participatory arts programmes which are low cost, flexible and responsive to local need (Landry 1996). The arts are particularly well suited to urban regeneration because they are able to engage people’s creativity, encourage people to see things differently, encourage questioning and the imagination of possible futures and offer opportunities for participation as active citizens through self expression. For Landry (1996) seeing problems from a different perspective can offer previous unheard of solutions to vital urban regeneration.
Contexts such as these are ripe for developing different approaches to research and development to challenge established orthodoxies and ‘think differently’ about possibilities for urban regeneration. In particular, given the disenfranchisement of the mass populace from meaningful engagement in urban development there is a need for processes which actively involve the public and connect with the social needs, issues, concerns, experiences and deeper meanings urban dwellers associate with these spaces rather than reproduce dominant patterns of urban land use and functional design based on the ideas of professionals such as architects and planners (Miles 1997; Landry 1996; Lacy 1995). This is fertile ground for action research. Indeed there is considerable synergy between the aspirations of action research to ‘challenge and change’ and the potential of public art to provoke through ‘different ways of seeing’ (Berger 1972).

Art, public art and urban redevelopment
Characteristic of the search for new strategies for urban transformation, urban planners and designers have increasingly looked to public art as a key element in urban regeneration with the result that art has experienced a renaissance in terms of its role in the public domain and is now being written in to regeneration plans as a matter of course. By its very nature public art has the potential to challenge and interrupt the consumer landscape, inviting the gaze and curiosity of the passing public with artefacts to aesthetically enhance the cityscape, to provoke, to experiment or merely to provide a symbol of local identity. Yet cultural artefacts on the urban landscape are limited as a research and development tool. As a result, during the 1990s there has been a shift away from professionally produced ‘art in the landscape’ – as decoration within a re-visioned field of urban design - to public art which actively involves the public in art as a social process of engagement and resistance as public groups seek to voice their own values and identity on the canvas of urban public space (Miles 1997). 
Lacy refers to this shift in terms of the evolution of ‘New Genre Public Art’ in which community arts act as a catalyst for other people’s engagement and creativity.  No longer is the artist characterised as a creator and producer of an artefact, but is increasingly seen as a cultural interlocutor facilitating connections between art and the public domain. The growth in community and public arts over the last decade has centrally concerned producing art to change the spaces and lives in communities. Yet, in spite of the increasing public and social policy relevance of the arts (Cockburn and Francis 2004), there have been few projects which have explored public engagement in public art as a developmental or learning component of regeneration processes. Whilst not set up explicitly as an action research project this paper reflects retrospectively on the resonances this project has with action research processes and in doing so discusses how participatory public arts projects and the use of art installations to engage community members can be understood and valued as an action research process.  This paper is therefore written as a retrospective rationalisation for how we might make sense of the use of art installations in urban regeneration projects as an action research process.

Possibilities of art and action research
Since the 1990s art[footnoteRef:1], visual media and image-based approaches - developed from visual sociology and visual ethnography as a way of documenting and understanding social realities (Harper 1994) - have become increasingly popular in social and organisational research (Schratz and Walker 1995; Driskell 2002; Mullen 2003; Cockburn and Francis 2004; Prosser 1998; Harper 1998; Piper and Frankham 2007; Broussine 2008). In contrast to most public art where it is the artist who is the art producer, in research it is the public themselves that use art to convey meaning. Most commonly artistic forms such as drawings (Driskell 2002: Broussine 2008), photography (Brinton Lykes 2001; Wang 1999; Percy-Smith 2004) and to a lesser extent ‘montage’ (Percy-Smith et al 2003) have been used as a way of communicating complex meanings, experiences and realities (Meyer 1991) in ways that are difficult with the spoken and written word. Elsewhere, within the traditions of participatory action research the use of visuals have been developed in creative ways to support active participation, collaborative inquiry and appraisal particularly in the context of overseas development work (see for example Johnson 1995; Cornwall 2002).  [1:  Although his paper is concerned with visual arts, we wish to acknowledge the use of drama (Boal 1979; Hawkins1988) and poetry (Hopkinson 2009: Grisoni 2008) which have also been used to support inquiry.
] 

In western world contexts proponents have increasingly recognised the value and potential of visual methods in supporting systemic action inquiry. For example Percy-Smith et al (2003) used visuals to support dialogue and social learning between young people and adults around health needs. And elsewhere, Percy-Smith and Walsh (2006) use a visual ‘river of experience’ approach to capture family experiences of local services and play these back to professionals to support systemic learning and service improvement. Broussine (2008) argues that creative approaches provide a possibility for ‘seeing differently’ and communicating in ways that are not just rational or analytical but can also uncover subconscious emotions, and the political, processual and social texture of lifeworlds. Visual media facilitate ‘knowing’ holistically and viscerally without losing the richness and complexity of the experience. However, beyond graphical portrayal of experience using drawings and photographs the use of visual arts – in particularly art installations – have been limited within an action research context.
Different ways of knowing and seeing are fundamental to action research. In its simplest form we can understand action research as ‘learning for change’ (Weil 1998). Action researchers have long been concerned with how, through inquiry, participants can come to know a situation differently in order to envision and open up possibilities for the creation of alternative futures.  Central to learning for change in action research is reflection, involving challenging how things are and thinking how they might be different. Winter (1996) talks of the need to risk disturbance in action research as a way of “understanding our own taken-for-granted processes [and values] and willingness to submit them to critique” (14).  This requires a capacity for critical reflexivity and an openness to learning and surprise (Broussine 2008). Artistic media are particularly relevant to critical reflexivity because of the multiple interpretations and different ways of seeing that are engendered through the representation or transformation of reality that takes place in the creative process. At the same time art forms can serve as a ‘muse’ through which deeper views can emerge and be expressed over and above the significance of the artefact[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  For example in a SOLAR research forum (http://www.uwe.ac.uk/solar/Archive/MultipleWaysOfKnowing.htm) which experientially explored the value of art and action research the group realised that the artefact produced was solely the product of our collective focus whilst deeper, more meaningful conversations were being articulated. 
] 

Conversely public artists, through their engagement with the public in public spaces, are becoming de facto action researchers as they seek to engage people, either directly or indirectly, in relation to their art installations within the context of public space.  Focusing on the relationship between researchers and the researched Cockburn and Francis (2003) critically reflect on the role of art in action research by asking when does art become action research and when does action research become art. They refer to Lacy’s (1995) analysis of the role of artists as experience, reporter, analyst and activist. Lacy’s focus is on the interaction of the public with the art form created. Equally, Lacy’s typology could be reinterpreted to understand the role of the public as creative producers themselves as they engage participatorily in research and change processes. 
The value of using art as a mechanism for change can in turn be understood using Torbert’s (2001) notion of first, second and third person inquiry. At the level of first person inquiry artistic forms (whether self created or viewed) can provide a reflective tool inviting the onlooker to see things in different ways, to engage with inner creativity and wisdom and in so doing come to know themselves differently (see for example Vedic art, Kallman 2003 and the use of art in therapy, Schaverien 1992). 
At the level of second person inquiry the use of visual media in community action research can provide an opportunity for local people to develop social capital and ‘come to know their town differently’, in collaboration with others (Walker et al 2002). In participatory research the use of visuals enables all stakeholders to stand back, see and make sense of the data as a collective endeavour. And finally, the outcomes of collective reflection and inquiry can challenge philosophies of urban design and redevelopment. 
In the project discussed here art installations were used to support learning and change across all these levels. In particular the project was concerned with understanding the role of public art in contributing to the creation of vibrant public city centre spaces and how temporary public art can be used  to engage the public and innovate and communicate their views and ideas about city centre regeneration. Changing spaces: A Thinkspace project
Thinkspace was an artist-led experiential and experimental public art project in Corby to explore possibilities for artists and creative practitioners in the public realm contributing to regeneration processes. In this respect it was undertaken explicitly as a learning project to explore and communicate the value of participatory public art in regeneration. The project took part over a five month period between October 2005 and February 2006. Changing Spaces was one project within a wider programme of art-focused projects called ‘Thinkspace’ to provide a space for creatively innovating thinking about the possibilities of art in regeneration and to develop dialogue with the local community in response to large scale urban regeneration programmes taking place. The focus of the Changing Spaces[footnoteRef:3] project was on engaging with the community and, in particular, children and young people to raise questions, change perceptions and articulate new visions of and for the urban environment. The project was developed in particular to involve children and young people in a playful experience to start exploring how public visual art in the townscape can change and transform that space.  [3:  This project was initially presented at a conference in 2006 (Carney 2006). ] 

The project was funded by the Arts Council with the explicit purpose of researching and showcasing the value of involving public artists in regeneration projects. At the time, significant regeneration was already underway in Corby, but there was an awareness amongst local community practitioners that regeneration was happening to, not with, the community, with the added concern that a ‘homogenized, branded’ cityscape might result with little reflection on local identity. The rationale for the project was therefore to explore the extent to which community public art might provide a valuable means for mobilizing the views and values of the community about regeneration of their town centre in creative ways.  The intentions were for learning from this project to challenge assumptions of artists and regeneration professionals as well as community members about the role of art as process of creative community engagement and regeneration.

The project used art installations to transform a town centre space in Corby in ways that would help people to re-imagine the space, raise questions about the purpose and form of town centre spaces, question their own assumptions about how these spaces might be designed and provide a different basis from which to share their views and ideas about how the space might be developed. The project was devised and led by Clare Carney, a community artist and creative practitioner. Barry Percy-Smith is an experienced action researcher working with children and young people who observed and provided support during the project. It is from this position as observer that this paper is largely written. It is as a result of reflective conversations during and after the project that the resonances between action research and the experimental and creative research approach adopted in this project were discussed as a basis for this paper.
In the project, art installations were developed using the theme of the nearby ancient woodland - Rockingham forest – remnants of which are visible in and around Corby. Initial inspiration for the intervention came from the play of light through the leaf canopies and the array of different tree trunk textures and patterns in the woodland. 







Figure 1: Rockingham Forest: Inspiration for the art installation. (Copyright C. Carney)

As the focus of the intervention was to attract the engagement of children and young people it was important for it to become something playful, encouraging interaction through touch, vision, movement and debate. It needed to be bright, colourful and textural. Emphasis was placed on colour, texture, light, movement and pattern.
The art installations were designed and developed by artist Clare Carney with help from children aged 4 to 10 years from a local nursery and Primary School. 





Figure 2: Children working on preparing the installation. (Copyright C. Carney)
In developing the ideas for the installation the artist engaged children in thinking creatively about the themes and focus of the project with questions such as:
How could a woodland type environment be created in the town centre?
What if the trees went shopping and decided to change their image, what would they wear?
The resulting installation involved decorating upright metal girders as tree trunks using a variety of different colourful, textural, collaged canvas sleeves. The spaces between the columns were festooned with a selection of felted panels, laminated collages and photographs. A line of transparent pictures of woodland animals were strung between girders at the eyelevel of young children, hangings with designs influenced by forest environments were suspended between other girders, and pictures of the city centre spaces were displayed nearby with questions to invite people to share their thoughts and reflections about the space generally as well as specific points in the town centre space. 





Figure 3: View of the ‘changed’ city centre space. (Copyright C. Carney)

One area of the installation became a place for people to gather, reflect, discuss and share their thoughts and reflections in response to their experience of the art installation on issues associated with art in the townscape. It provided a time and space for discussing and generating ideas with the public about the role of art in regeneration. At the same time project helpers mingled with passers-by to engage in dialogue and record reactions.  





Figure 4: Children and young people sharing their reflections about the transformed space. (Copyright C. Carney)

In contrast to many public art projects in which the artist, and in turn the artefact, is the focus, in the project discussed in this paper, the artists did not see themselves or their art as the central focus, rather simply a medium for raising different questions, for engaging the public in a process of reflective inquiry, and critical questioning about their city centre environment and moving thinking to new realms of possibility. In essence the role of the artists in this project was not the creator of art forms, but as de facto action researchers seeking to engage, explore, arouse curiosity, invite questions and reflections, engender debate and re-envision the city centre space based on seeing and experiencing differently. 
The remainder of the paper discusses some of the key learning from this project by considering different levels of engagement, learning and insight that occurred. We reflect on the efficacy of art installations as an action research process involving challenging and changing people’s views and ideas about urban space and as a contribution to larger processes of urban regeneration. 

Capturing the gaze: Engaging the public
Young people outnumbered adults as visitors to the installation space. In one respect this may not be surprising since the installation was designed with children and designed to be playful. Yet, as a section of society, children and young people were generally more inquisitive and more confident and more spontaneous than adults to come over, look, engage and experience the installation. Young people were on the whole more eager to get involved interactively with the installation itself as well as discuss and respond to the questions and ideas that emerged. The children and young people who had been involved in the creation of the installation enjoyed it the most. They demonstrated that there is great value to be gained from involving members of the community directly in the creation of public art. Meaning, involvement and a real sense of ownership can contribute significantly to the physical, social and cultural (and even spiritual) regeneration of a townscape.
Throughout the period of the art installation, observations of how people engaged with and reacted to the installation were continually noted and recorded. In some cases the observations provided the basis for conversation between the artists and the public and between members of the public themselves. The installation provided an interruption in the landscape, to habitual flows through the townscape and to expectations and conventional ways of seeing.  Understanding the potential of art in the townscape is more easily achieved experientially and visually than thorough the written word, and in more holistic ways that connect with different forms of knowing beyond the logical mind, such as kinaesthetic, sensory, affective and experiential and using people’s multiple intelligences. 
It is difficult to know the myriad of ways in which people reacted to or thought about the installation, or how they may have changed their thinking and ideas about the townscape, about art in the environment and about their own capacity for critical reflexivity in engaging with and transforming their environment. The conversations that were had, and the views and reflections expressed in the interactive zone do, however, provide a general sense of people’s reactions and experiences and perception of how the installation had affected their experience of that space (positively or negatively). It was clear from the noted responses and conversations with people that the art installation had injected a vibrant quality of colour and spectacle in the environment which overwhelmingly was applauded. But it also provided an opportunity for people to see things in a different way and to open up their own creativity in thinking about the space.





Seeing differently: The experience of art installations






Figure 5: Seeing and experiencing things differently. (Copyright C. Carney)

By temporarily transforming the space, people were able to experience these habitual spaces differently, providing a different context from which to share perspectives and ideas but also to realize that changes to the space are possible. 
At one level we were able to learn from observing how people engaged with the installation.  Children who visited the installation were fascinated by the artwork driven by curiosity and the enticement of something new, attractive and playful. Children enthusiastically engaged with the different elements of the installation, moving, dancing, skipping, chasing and running around the art work in a playful and curious way. 








Figure 6: Laughter and delight: Children bringing the installation to life. (Copyright C. Carney)

Children looked through things, touched, talked and played with the art. They reflected how in a bigger sense art and the creative process can help us see things differently and can open our eyes to new possibilities for the community and ourselves, whilst at the same time enhancing the ‘affordances’ (Gibson 1979) of place. Affordances of place are key to the way individuals activate their own agency in interpreting and responding to the environment. By introducing a range of diverse and unorthodox installations people are able to benefit from a wider set of environmental possibilities. These contrast with the restrictive, limited and static opportunities that tend to prevail within sterile planned landscapes. We are not advocating here that art installations should simply be used to collect views on how to improve the space rather suggest the value of constantly changing urban scenes as a result of continually changing art installations.  
For many adults, the installation impacted in two ways. First in terms of the aesthetic transformation of the space and second as a result of the enhanced presence and activity of  children in the space.

“Everywhere in the town is so dull. The artwork makes the space look really
nice and colourful .. we could put colours on all the concrete slabs to give the 
town a face lift”							(Adult)
But, beyond cosmetic changes, adults experienced the value of ‘humanizing’ cityscapes as a result of children bringing another dimension to the installation and in turn bringing the town centre to life. People stopped in their tracks just to stand and watch the children playing. 
“The children’s presence brought Corby town centre to life ... the sounds of 
their playing, spontaneity and laughter. I hadn’t realized what a difference 
that could make to the town centre.”					(Adult)
“I thought the children brought the installation alive. It was a great experience 
for them. I loved the way they touched, pulled and ran around without being 
told off. Their presence illuminated the town centre and they definitely helped 
change the space.”							(Adult)
When children are made welcome and are invited to play in the town centre they bring life and vitality to places contributing to the achievement of what might constitute a ‘liveable city’ (Miles 1997) with benefits for everyone. This raises issues and questions for understanding play as an integral element to the richness of public life rather than segregating children into play corrals. It also raises questions about the relationship between art and play and the potential that both together can provide in re-energising public spaces. By creatively linking them to physical design processes based on cultural, aesthetic and spiritual, rather than just functional, elements they can enhance the quality of urban space experiences.
Action research is often used in an instrumental way to provide creative and participatory solutions in planning and decision making. The learning and suggestions for change that emerged from the project are discussed in the next section and are indeed important. Yet it is also important to draw attention to the immediate benefits that the art installation provided as the project happened. By temporarily transforming the space local people were able to experience and potentially benefit from a change in their everyday public space as well as providing a context to express their views about future changes and developments in the city centre. In a deviation from Stephen Kemmis’s (2001) concept of ‘communicative action spaces’, this project highlights the potential for creativity and enlightenment through experience of ‘creative action spaces’.  

Stimulating inquiry and reflection
With more conventional community involvement and consultation processes, people tend to respond from what they already know from their spectrum of experience. In contrast, by using art installations to transform spaces, a different context is presented – a ‘creative action space’ – an alternative experience which can activate a creative process in the onlooker as they start to imagine different possibilities. In effect, doing something radical with the space gives the onlooker permission to see and think differently, being free to enter the unknown and the boundless possibilities that can emerge through creative engagement rather than being restricted by limitations of what can be. At the same time, through the act of being engaged, conversations started and deeper issues began to emerge. In this section we provide an indication of the types of issues that focused reflections, discussion and tentative inquiries of members of the public as a result of the installation. In some cases these involved simply voicing critical questions that arose for them, in other cases it involved a committed search – in the form of ‘wonderings’ - about new possibilities for redeveloping their town centre. These included discussion about play, about the potential of city centre spaces to be more playful for adults as well as children, about children and young people’s use of urban public space, about place attachment, disappointment and hope, but also about possibilities for change.

The value of play in the landscape
Because the installation was created with children and was designed to be fun and playful it is not surprising that one of the impacts of the installation was to initiate further discussion about making urban public spaces more playful, and about perceptions, definitions of and restrictions to play. In particular it sparked debates about the value of creative, open-ended, spontaneous play integrated into the design of everyday public spaces, and where people (including adults) can feel motivated and inspired to engage in physical play in the urban landscape and express themselves more holistically in a variety of ways. But they also highlighted the value of working with children and young people as active co-project workers in creating stimulating and playful public spaces, rather than just as recipients of ‘provided facilities’.
“If we put up art it’ll get vandalized, but if we get younger ones working together 
to produce it, they would think twice about damaging the work ..Kids wreck things because they are bored, if they make art they’ll respect it .. and respect the town”.
									(Adult)

In talking about improvements and young people, in turn conversations turned to relationships with, and attitudes towards, young people and how young people need to be brought back into the community as active and respected citizens. 

“... Adults need to give time to kids ... they need someone to listen to them.”

“Get a youth council in the Borough Council committee. Listen to them!! 
They’re bored ... they do have ideas, they need to be involved in projects”												(Adult)
Forgotten voices: Community, place belonging and alienation
Community and public art provide a ‘different’ medium for community engagement which is not controlled by the machinery of local decision making and development corporations. Coalter (2001: 25) argues that:
“involvement in arts projects can validate and give expression to local 
communities’ experience and identity, so enhancing a sense of 
belonging and inclusion .... by bringing new people into the development 
process, exploring community needs”. 

The art installation in this project similarly accessed hidden voices. Conversations and responses concerned not only ‘instrumental’ ideas about how the space could be enhanced but also, thorough the reflections and stories people offered, accessed a deeper community longing and lost pride in the town. 

“We feel cheated ... the plans for the current town centre ...sounded good 
but it doesn’t work. ... We need more than a bit of colour to brighten this town 
up. ... We need to bulldoze the lot. It was better in the 1970s with proper 
streets and more variety of shops, there was a community then.”
								(Adult)

“Get it back to how it was 40 years ago when Corby was a place to shop. 
This is regression not progression! ..It was better when the market was here 
... Knock the whole bleeding lot down and start again.”	(Adult)

Sentiments such as this highlight the imperative of regeneration initiatives going beyond cosmetic changes to encompass the need for identity and “sociation” – neighbourhood and street life (Miles 1997: 109) - which sit at a deeper level of place experience, where yearnings for a deeper sense of community reside. By involving the community in creating city centre art their own collective identity and pride of place, rather than corporate brands can be reflected in the townscape. As Miles (1997: 191) argues, “Public space is where society is mirrored back to itself”.
Young people were spontaneous and keen to experience, reflect and articulate their thoughts and feelings in response to the installation. Whilst young people articulated issues and concerns that often emerge from engaging with young people about their experiences and views of local places (see for example Chawla 2002), as a result of their experiences of the installation they also shared deeper concerns, in terms of their sense of place and the experiences they desired. For example, the lack of opportunities for fun dulled their experience of place and was counterposed with a desire for ‘more life in the town’, the need for ‘a younger town’ and a desire for more artistic interventions throughout the town. Further they wanted to get involved with working in partnership with artists to create art in the town and so that the town could have some ‘big special pieces of art’ and “undercover places where we can do this sort of stuff”. This view was echoed by adults who also saw the potential value of opportunities for the younger generation to be involved in creating public artwork for the wider community. Something that in turn would boost their personal aspirations and self worth as well as contributing to the pride of the wider community (Matarasso 1998; Coalter 2001). 
Liberating creativity: Ideas for change
As a result of the installation, ideas for change to the city centre space emerged. Whilst some of these may of course have arisen from just asking people, we believe that some of the more creative visions and ideas for the city centre space were only possible because of the creative action space provided by the installation, inviting people to think differently about possibilities. Ideas for improving the townscape included reference to water features such as fountains or a ‘mosaic stream’. They talked about creating chewing gum sculptures and chewing gum art walls, having woodlands in the town centre, adding colour, providing different textures and features such as coloured glass to enclose the mall and involving the public in the process. These are not the sorts of responses that normally come out of research with young people about place needs and improvements. Instead the art installations widened the boundaries of possibilities and through the experience of the art, opened up the parameters of creativity for people as they explored possibilities for enhancing the townscape. 
	“Where are the natural features in the town centre? There aren’t any. ... The 
woods in Corby are very beautiful. Could we not do something here ... an enclosed
 shopping centre with views of the woodland”		(Young person)

“Corby town centre needs a green space. A landscaped area in the town 
centre, somewhere for people to sit and relax”.		(Young person)

“We need more green areas and spaces for kids, and encourage families to 
stay and play. Maybe more could be made of the green spaces up by the 
library ... an open air theatre. It already looks like a theatre space and the 
walls look like seating areas.”					(Young adult)



“If a little park was introduced into the town centre, it would add a bit of fun 
to shopping. And if it was a non paying park, I’m sure it would attract more shoppers.. and feel they have enjoyed themselves too.”	(Young person)


But in their musings and reflections on how they could improve the city centre, many identified features of ‘another’ Corby – an imagined ideal which did not exist. 

	“It’s a shame there isn’t a big medieval church with towers and cloisters 
... that would be delightful. A continental style town centre would be good 
... we need to plan a new building, a glorious design, that will still be 
appreciated in 200 years time”				(Adult)

In many ways it could be argued that the reality of Corby’s history and development – lacking a quaint and characterful city centre landmark - have to be realistically confronted. Yet the whole idea of this project was to imagine and think creatively about alternative futures within this context.

Understanding art installations as action research: From theory to praxis
Instead of a ‘conventional’ action research cycle of reflection, planning, action, evaluation in this project a different ‘action research’ cycle is discernable in terms of: Engage, reflect, experience, inquire, plan, act and evaluate. In terms of permanent change, action and evaluation did not happen within the context of the project, although the anticipation was that the experience and learning from the project would feed into action (in terms of becoming part of the lexicon of urban regeneration processes) which would in turn be evaluated (third person action research).  A dissemination event was undertaken to which key urban regeneration and local authority officials were invited to communicate and reflect on the learning from the project. Many of the professionals were unaware of the value of what artists could contribute to the regeneration process, nor the value of using art as a way of engaging the views of the community and innovating ideas for city centre redesign. Although the intention of the project was to research and promote the value of art in regeneration, the fact that regeneration plans were already underway meant it was difficult for this project to influence the regeneration plans. In many ways this was a weakness in this project, since the learning from the project could have had greater influence on the design and development of regeneration plans if undertaken earlier. Indeed, we have since learned that the urban redevelopment process has been completed, but few of the ideas from the Thinkspace project were taken on board, in spite of the commitment from the Council and the apparent interest of urban developers during dialogue with the artists after the project. Indeed this is a recurrent problem in action research – how to meaningfully engage, challenge and change powerful decision makers and urban gate keepers in an action research process. However, learning from this project did influence the approach taken in a subsequent project to regenerate a residential estate in the town with a decision to involve two artists in developments on the estate.There are also other levels of learning and change which took place within the project. First, the fact that the art installation temporarily transformed the space, this can be seen as an action which began the cycle of this project initiating engagement, reflection, experience, inquiry, and planning (in terms of the identification of change measures) all of which can then be subsequently evaluated. One could argue this is an example of what Carr and Kemmis (1986) and in turn Zuber-Skerritt (1992) call ‘technical action research’ in which participants are co-opted into the project. On the other hand this was essentially an experiential project which engaged people in first person action research as they were enticed into reflecting on their local environment with a view to challenging and opening up alternative ways of imagining the space (Practical action research). 
For some, action research is necessarily about engaging in collaboration with others. Although for some this project was limited to initiating a process of personal reflection without further engagement, for many, the process of  individual reflection and critical reflexivity engendered by the art installation necessitated ‘action’ in terms of further levels or cycles of inquiry through dialogue with fellow participants. These are reflected in conversations community members had together as well as with the changing spaces team around second person inquiry questions such as: What would we like to see happen in  Corby? There were thus numerous temporary ‘ communicative or creative action spaces’ (Kemmis 2001) which can be ascribed value as second person ‘action research’ in terms of creating community dialogue about the quality of the city centre space where this may otherwise not happen; but out of which in some cases ideas for change emerged. Rather than constitute neat bounded inquiry types, in this project the participation of different individuals as they engaged with the art installation in different ways and to different extents, created a fluid collage of different levels of (first and second person) inquiry within a larger third person inquiry process. Included in this were the cycles of action inquiry that the children went through as they thought about issues and questions in developing the artwork in the first place.

Conclusions
This project was set up to research and communicate the value of art in regeneration processes. Through reflection on the process and learning from the project this paper has documented how the value of using participatory public art in regeneration can usefully be understood as an action research process. The value of using art installations is not just about an alternative, more creative way of getting different perspectives on local spaces that can then inform local planning processes, as is often the case with participatory planning initiatives. Instead, the process revealed the value of art installations as a whole (social) process of experience, learning and change at individual, group as well as official levels, in which there is a built-in critical reflexivity in people’s learning and changing relationships with these spaces as they engage with, experience and reflect on the changed reality presented by the art installation. 
The project demonstrated that there is a vast and largely untapped potential to engage with the aspirations of the community as a creative and social process to transform the physical and social townscape from something impersonal, uniform, predictable and functional into something vibrant, distinctive and playful. Resonant with the ethos of New Genre Public Art, the project has revealed the feasibility of developing a new kind of regeneration where the experts and professionals work with the community as equals in creating, planning and making town environments that are dynamic, rich and characterful hubs of the community with elements for everyone. A creative and open ended approach which engages and activates creativity can help inspire and provoke the widening of horizons, which in turn can give energy to the fruition of those ideas on a temporary as well as permanent basis. ‘Changing spaces’ has also highlighted the extent to which young people are extremely ambitious in their ideas and aspirations and could ideally take on leadership roles in instigating the kind of changes that would be of benefit to the whole community. An empowered reflective response and aspiring community will automatically create much richer and engaging shared public spaces which nourish and energise.
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