
 

COMING HOME Case Study 

Portrait of Sir Francis Drake portrait at Buckland Abbey, Plymouth 
 

     

 

1. Introduction 

A bespoke programme, developed by The Box, Plymouth, for COMING HOME, provided an 

opportunity for primary school students to work with a practicing contemporary artist to explore and 

respond creatively to the portrait of Sir Francis Drake, focusing on themes of Home, Place and 

Identity.  

2. Participants 

Two Key Stage 2 classes from Victoria Road Primary School in the St Budeaux Ward of Plymouth, took 

part. The project was offered directly to the school with the aim of engaging new audiences with low 

cultural capital. The demographic data for Victoria Road Primary School are consistent with 

characteristics for groups with low engagement in visual arts and museums, including a high 

percentage of students receiving free school meals, and a significant number described as having 

special education needs. All children were first time visitors to Buckland Abbey.  

 

COMING HOME Artist Facilitators Project 
Exploring a portrait of Sir Francis Drake with students from 
Victoria Road Primary School



3. Activity 

Four sessions were co-developed with teachers, Artist Facilitator Helen Snell, and The Box’s Learning 

Officer. These embedded Philosophy for Children (P4C) enquiry approaches to learning. This is a 

powerful, enquiry-based approach, enabling students to explore visual arts, through thinking, 

committing, reflecting on and justifying their opinions without requiring any background experience 

of arts engagement.  

At Buckland Abbey  
Students began with a performative exploration of the themes of ‘Home’ ‘Place’ and ‘Identity’, taking 
a silent walk through the grounds and imagining they were returning home. Inside the exhibition, 
they then encountered the Sir Francis Drake portrait for the first time. The students were each given 
blank circles of paper to wear as ‘collars’, reflective of Drake’s ruff in the portrait. They worked with 
the Artist Facilitator to explore the portrait in-depth, using the P4C enquiry techniques. They then 
identified and reflected details from the Drake portrait, and committed these to paper, alongside 
symbols and drawings that reflected the three themes – thinking in particular about people, things, 
places, feelings and emotions that made them think of home, and that defined themselves. Students 
then explored Buckland Abbey and captured details from around the site onto circles of paper, which 
were reflective of the globe in the portrait. 
 
Back at school 
Students continued their reflections on themes of ‘Home’ ‘Place’ and ‘Identity’ and use this to draw 
designs onto their paper collars. They also reflected on portraiture, comparing the Francis Drake 
portrait to other poses they had seen then, and worked together to help each other to pose for a 
photographic portrait. A photographic portrait was taken of each student. 
 

4. Outcomes and reflections 

 

Home  
It was interesting to note that a number of students reflected on their schools as part of their identity 
– including the schools emblem into some of their designs. In addition, one of the lovely themes that 
emerged in conversations with the students, was the warmth with which they reflected on the theme 
of ‘Home’, which they tried to communicate in their final pieces with images of friends, family and 
pets.  
 
‘Home’ seems to be a reflection of people and activities, in some cases more than place. 
 

Lessons learned 
Using P4C enquiry techniques was a particular success in this project. The students were immediately 
empowered to respond to the portrait, and their confidence in doing so was clear. For example, 
students were asked to stand on an imaginary ‘opinion line’ to say if they thought the portrait showed 
power or weakness. They were then asked to explain why they thought this to the person standing 
next to them, before expressing it to the rest of the group. Because the students had already made a 
physical commitment to their idea, they immediately had confidence to express what they thought in 
front of their peers.  
 

The project comprised two days of delivery that took place at the end of the summer term. A number 

of students in Year 6 were not able to attend the second day of the project, because they were 

https://p4c.com/


attending transition days into their secondary schools. Although they were given time by their 

teachers to complete their final work, they were not able to have portrait photographs taken.  

 

5. Selected feedback 

 “Working in an open way without specific direction is a new thing for some of these 
 students. It’s really interesting to see them develop their ideas in this way” 
 Year 6 Teacher 
 
 “The students were so focused on their work, it was totally silent in the room. Amazing.” 
 Year 5 Teaching Assistant 
 
 “Lots of these students have learning difficulties. They have thrived in this task and its 
 creativity” 
 Year 5 Teaching Assistant, Victoria Road Primary School 
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