
Cornerhouse: innovative education work using digital technologies 

 
Overview 

This case study looks at how Cornerhouse is using digital media both in creating innovative 
informal education projects and enabling educational content to reach a wider audience.  
 
Background 

Cornerhouse is Manchester’s international centre for contemporary visual arts and film. 
Located in the heart of the city, it houses art galleries, a three-screen independent cinema, a 
bookshop, a bar and a café.  

Cornerhouse has a well-established tradition of innovative education activity. Livewire is a long-
running informal programme for 14-18 year olds, running film, visual art and multi-media 
projects throughout the year. Projector is Cornerhouse’s programme for schools and colleges 
aimed at the 14-19 age group and their educators. Cornerhouse also runs events and short 
courses for adults. 
 
Origins of project  

Cornerhouse’s mission is: 
 
‘to be a place where audiences, artists and filmmakers are brought together to experience and 

debate cultural practice and ideas through a unique programme that aims to stimulate, entertain 

and inform.’ 

 
Dave Moutrey (Managing Director) sees the use of digital technology as essential for 
Cornerhouse as 21st century arts organisation: 
 
‘Everything we do is about communication, so we have to engage with digital media. Not using 
these technologies would be like running a business without a telephone. Also, because artists 

and filmmakers are now using these media creatively, if we weren’t using the technology and 

didn’t understand it then we would be finding it increasingly difficult to work with contemporary 

artists and filmmakers.’ Dave Moutrey 
 
The Cornerhouse website was relaunched last year. Cornerhouse.co.uk is now easier for staff 
to update and capable of containing more multimedia content.  
 

Objectives  
For the organisation  

To increase staff knowledge about digital media  
To develop digital media projects with young people 
To develop resources which allow wider adoption of digital media across the organisation. This 
could be equipment, expertise or ideas on how to do things differently. 
 
For audiences 

To continue to engage young people and adults in a varied educational programme, 
integrating digital technology 
To share more content online, using the increased potential of the new website 
To extend the number of people able to access educational materials 



Process  

User-led activities: Cornerhouse are increasingly looking to the LiveWire group to lead 
experimental digital activities. For example, a group of young people recently devised and led a 
seminar as part of the Common Purpose Matrix leadership course, looking at the possibilities 
of using new technology. The event was conducted entirely via text. Participants (business 
leaders across Greater Manchester) were asked to text questions to a number, which then 
showed on a screen at the front. Young people leading the session then replied to the 
questions, which showed on the participant’s mobile and the screen. 
 
Initially, some of the audience were confused about what they were supposed to do, and 
lacked confidence to participate fully. However, with further explanation and by seeing the 
responses others had received on the screen, the event soon turned into a lively debate. There 
were also problems with some people not having their phones with them, but those who did 
not text could still benefit by watching the debate on the screen at the front.  
 

The LiveWire website: http://www.livewire-manchester.com/ is led by young people, with multi-
media content and reviews created and posted by participants.  
 
Communicating with young people using new media: Staff were finding it increasingly difficult to 
contact LiveWire participants by calling their mobiles. From speaking to young people, staff 
found that participants were increasingly using text and messaging on social networking sites 
to communicate with each other, as they enable more instant and two-way than telephone 
conversations. Staff now use text mesages to communicate with participants, and the group 
use MySpace and Facebook to keep in touch. Staff have found that email still works with this 
audience when broadcasting information to them (for example, time and date of events, 
practical arrangements etc). 
 
Resources available online: Materials from both formal and informal education activities are 
now routinely available on the Cornerhouse website. Education packs were originally produced 
by Cornerhouse and associated course tutors to be distributed to teachers as part of the 
Projector formal education programme. These study guides were quickly made into PDFs 
using Adobe software already available to Cornerhouse staff,and uploaded onto the Education 
pages of the Cornerhouse website. This means that students, teachers and anyone else 
interested are now able to download these guides quickly and easily for class use or personal 
study. Similarly, Film Notes (fact sheets produced routinely by Cornerhouse education staff 
and given out at screenings) are also available in PDF format, both on the Education pages 
and on the Film Archive pages. Web pages giving a description of an upcoming event or talk 
frequently link to related articles on other sites (for example, 
http://www.cornerhouse.co.uk/events/info.aspx?ID=1118&page=0) 
Introductory talks given at special screenings are also available to listen to on the website via 
streaming technology for a set period of time after the event. The talks are recorded using 
digital audio / video recorders and uploaded to the website. Speakers are asked to consent to 
their speech being available in this way, and so far there have been no problems with this 
method.  
 
Virtual Lives: The education department have recently taken part in the action research project 
Virtual Lives (in partnership with FACT and Folly), exploring how young people are engaging 
with new media (or digital) technologies and how this can impact on art gallery education 
programmes.  



Resource implications 

Managing an increasingly sophisticated website is a potential drain on staff time. However, the 
growth in web-based work has been combined with a reduction in the size and circulation of 
the printed brochure, freeing up funds and staff time to develop quicker and cheaper 
emarketing solutions via the website. 
 
Cornerhouse receive funding for their education work, which includes funding for buying 
equipment. This means that the organisation is able to invest in new technology, which can 
then be used in other areas of the organisation when it is not being used by educational 
groups. 
 
In terms of installing and managing new internal systems, Cornerhouse now favour hiring a 
specialist consultant to advise on specific developments. In the past, staff have had a ‘do-it-
yourself’ approach, but this has resulted in greater costs when adopting new technology (on 
staff time and expensive, unsuccessful IT solutions).  
 
There is no additional cost for uploading the study guides to the Cornerhouse website. The 
main cost is in paying someone to write and design the guides themselves, which is the case 
whether they are uploaded or printed. By having the guides online, the organisation saves 
print, postage and time costs associated with processing requests for hard copies. 
 
Cornerhouse pays a member of staff to film events and upload files to the website. For each 
event, this may cost a few hours of work at the assistant rate of £6 per hour.  
 
Outcomes 

For the organisation 

• Cornerhouse have a strong reputation for cutting edge work with young people. 

• By working collaboratively with other organisationson Virtual Lives, Cornerhouse are 
learning from other’s experiences and developing good practice. 

• Staff expertise and understanding about digital media has grown as a result of events 
and activities led by young people.  

• Innovative work carried out in the education department can be spread to the rest of the 
organisation.  

 
For audiences 

• Visits to the website have increased since the new site was launched. This suggests 
that more people are using the site more often due to the increased content.  

• Anyone can now download study guides and film notes. This is immensely popular, 
with in excess of 8,000 downloads for one study guide.  

• Young people are increasingly able to experience filmmaking processes that are almost 
identical to those used by real filmmakers, thanks to project-based work using state of 
the art equipment and the increasingly accessible nature of film making technology (ie 
successful films now made using free / low cost software, like iMovie) 

 

Key success factors 

Planning – staff emphasise the need for careful planning when embarking on a new project 
using relatively unfamiliar media and working with young people.  
 



Start small – low cost, relatively low profile activities are a good way to test the waters using 
digital media.  
 
Experiment with new media through education work – more resources and more room to 
experiment, alongside young people who are often more knowledgeable and/or have a 
different perspective means arts organisations can learn a lot about potential applications of 
digital technology from education environments. This does require a user-led, trusting 
relationship with the young people involved. 
 
Remember that technology is the tool – Cornerhouse staff emphasise that digital media is 
simply another way of achieving their longstanding aims, rather than a radical change of 
direction. It is important not to get caught up in the novelty of what the technology can do, but 
simply achieve the project’s aims in a better way. 
 
Using free formats maximises access – anyone with access to a computer can download the 
free PDF reader software from Adobe, without having to have a particular programme. This also 
retains the look of the original. Similarly, many of the multimedia players are free to download. 
 
Next steps  

The Cornerhouse website is constantly developing, with staff keen to see better links and 
structures between different areas, more multimedia content and more integration between real 
and virtual experiences.  
 
Cornerhouse want to develop online broadcasting for events. Staff are currently investigating 
how to do this (ie should this be live streaming, on demand or a mixture) and where to place 
this content on the website. 
 
The next phase of the Virtual Lives project involves Cornerhouse jointly commissioning 12 
young people to create a media arts project. This will be completely led by the young people, 
who will determine the subject, media, management and content of the project using resources 
and facilities available at Cornerhouse, Folly and FACT. 
 
Cornerhouse want to create areas for user debate on the website (forum, reviews). However, 
the issue with this is the amount of staff time it would take to moderate content – a popular 
message board could be a full time job to moderate, for example. Staff are investigating the 
possibility of gabasting, where users would be able to upload phone messages to the website 
as feedback. 
 
Cornerhouse are also interested in engaging with their audience through social networking 
sites. Some people are already creating virtual groups around Cornerhouse, and using social 
networking sites to meet up and watch films. There is potential too for user recommendations 
of films, either on the website or as ‘send to a friend’ functions. 
 
Staff are currently experimenting with evaluating events by text. Participants are simply invited 
to text their comments to a Cornerhouse number and results are collated.  
 


