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Tommy Anderson is a designer, animator, musician and arts facilitator.  He 
graduated from the University of Teesside with a degree in Graphic Design 
in 1997. 
 
After working as an in-house graphic designer for The Crack magazine, in 
2002 he became a freelance designer and now works as an arts facilitator 
and teacher in several different settings, but particularly with young 
people. He is inspired by urban landscapes and people to produce artworks 
developed within creative community programmes. 
 
“I work a lot with Youth Offending teams – I’ve done three years with 
Newcastle’s and I’m in to my third year with Gateshead. The young people I work 
with have a good go at everything. With 36 weeks of activity to fill I need a lot of 
different activities to do. 
 
One interesting project I did last year was working with the Cyrenians based at 
Virginia House, Elswick. All the people we were working with had experienced 
homelessness or substance abuse. We did a lot of animation and music and they 
seemed to get a lot from it. 
 
I also worked on an inter-generational project in Longbenton that involved four-
year-olds to 80-year-olds. We were working with Yuill Homes who had big 
hoardings going up around a new housing development and wanted something 
interesting on the hoardings. It was a piece about the history and heritage of the 
area and we used a mixture of photography and typography. At the time I think it 
was the longest piece of art in the UK. Despite the fact that it was black type on a 
white background there was no – or very little graffiti. I think this was down to a 
sense of pride in the piece, but also a bit of ‘touch that and you’re dead.’ There 
was real ownership from those who worked on it. 
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The project really opened my eyes to a different use of my skills. My work in 
participatory settings has really grown from there. I’ve not made a conscious 
decision to develop the work, it’s just happened. I wasn’t actively seeking to 
work in participatory settings, it just sort of happened. It used to be an add-on, 
just something else I did, but now it’s a big part of my practice. 
 
One area I’d like to do more work in is with people with serious mental health 
issues. I’ve done a bit and found it really interesting and I’d just like to do more. 
 
I think the project that I’m most proud of and the one that had the most impact 
was the animation and music work with the Cyrenians. I really enjoyed the 
mentoring side of this project and we had the time to work one-to-one with the 
young people, some of whom still ring for advice. It was great to work with them 
in Virginia House as that’s where they feel settled and comfortable.  The 
environment and location is really important in this sort of work. 
 
Some of the work with the Youth Offending teams can be difficult where there 
are behavioural problems. It can depend on the support workers. If they’re not 
dealing with problems it can be become difficult. 
 
I work with a great range of people and organisations. From Youth Offending 
teams to schools, colleges, the Design Council, the Arts Council. I’ve also done a 
lot of work with children in care, particularly for Durham County Council’s 
children’s services department. 
 
There wasn’t much chance to sample the sort of work I’m doing now while I was 
doing my degree. I didn’t really know about it and you had to source your own 
works experience – I ended up as an in-house designer in South Wales for a 
month one summer. 
 
I was working at the Crack magazine in Newcastle when a guy called Paul 
Summers introduced me to this sort of work. He brought me in to help him with 
a project so he got me into it, I suppose. He was my unofficial mentor, my guide. 
He was so enthusiastic and we’d talk about the work for ages. So I suppose I got 
into this work as an assistant and learnt a lot doing that for a while. Getting this 
sort of unpaid experience could help you into it as a career, or it could persuade 
you that this sort of work isn’t for you. You can’t just sit there, you have to 
contribute, not just observe. 
 
I’d say to anyone thinking about this line of work that you have to be in it for the 
right reasons. It may help pay the bills, but it’s also a huge commitment. You also 
have to be happy to work with real enthusiasm in a range of different settings, 
using different techniques and with a range of people. And you shouldn’t expect 
huge levels of engagement. You’re not going to get that sort of reaction 
immediately from most groups. 
 
Working in participatory settings wasn’t something mentioned at university, so I 
wonder if it might be a module that needs looking at. There isn’t a structured 
way of getting into it, everyone finds their own way, though there is a community 
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of us out there. It’s quite an inclusive, helpful network. Where there has been a 
decline in other forms of work, there’s been no decline in this area for me. 
 
It has also really helped me as an artist. I’m learning new things to work as a 
facilitator and this has developed me as an artist.” 
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Effie Burns is a glass artist who 
graduated from the University 
of Sunderland with a BA (hons) 
in 3D Design (glass and 
ceramics) in 1996. She went on 
to complete an MA in Art in 
Context from the same 
university in 1998. 
 
She has lectured BA and MA 
students and is a Queen 
Elizabeth (QEST) scholar. 
 
“Working in participatory settings 
is a journey, a process of discovery 
as an artist, it’s working with the 
unknown. Some people find it very 
challenging, I’ve always loved it. I 
don’t do it all the time as I have my 
own artistic work to do, and it can 
be exhausting, but it’s also hugely 
rewarding. 
 

 
I’ve been lucky enough to work in all sorts of participatory settings. I worked 
right across the board in one Nottingham community – from allotment holders to 
knitting groups and schools. 
 
I’ve also worked a lot with women’s groups in places like community groups. 
One of these was a Sunderland project concerned with healthy eating. I’ve just 
finished a job for Newcastle Library and the British Museum. This was an 
outreach programme, working with young people with mental-health problems. 
 
I’ve done a lot with NEETs too. 
 
I became aware that this was the sort of work for me when I was being mentored 
as part of my MA. I was looking at a community project involving Newcastle 
Quayside with a professional sculptor. She inspired me, she showed me what is 
possible with such projects. I’d never really considered or looked at such work 
before. My MA up to that point had been very materials-based, but this made me 
realise how important interactions with people could be. 
 
I would like the chance to work in other settings. You get something different 
from every group you work with. I never repeat projects, never do the same 
thing twice so I’m always looking for something different, something new. Every 
project is specifically tailored to the group I’m working with. 
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I did a great project with Southwick School in Sunderland with a broad brief of 
‘doing something with history and getting boys to write better.’ I like the 
creative-problem solving side of my work and enjoy helping clients and groups 
finding an artistic answer. 
 
I am very proud of the work that I and three other partners from our Newcastle 
Cobalt Studios completed at Southwick School. It had to be a history-based 
project, but we wanted to give the children something different, to expand their 
horizons. The children were the experts in their area (geographic) as we were all 
from Newcastle. The children told us what they were interested in – then we 
took plenty of materials in as well as exploring the school to see what they had. 
The school was moving from an old school to another one and our work was 
marking the change. One thing we found was a Victorian punishment book, 
which was fascinating. The school did a lot of work in the community and we 
were party to that, with people bringing things in to us. We made things for them 
including two ‘cupboards’ which contained all sorts of artefacts related to the 
school and community’s history. We made a tea service which was based on 
Sunderland pottery. People thought the children would very quickly smash the 
service, but they treated it with great care, and it’s still going strong. 
 
One project that was a bit harder was a Sir Thomas Bewick project funded by 
Newcastle Libraries. We were working in the libraries, and were given the brief 
to look at the libraries’ collections and make something that people down in 
London would come up and write about. But we hardly had anytime to pull 
everything together. The project was only six days long, and one of these was 
spent down in London looking at collections down there. We were inspired by 
Bewick’s collection of engravings and books to come up with an ark of animals. 
There was an element of the young people involved – from the Skimstone Arts 
Young Artist Collective – making up their own animal stories inspired from 
familiar legends and from the sea and landscapes. It needed to be an exhibition 
for young and old and this too needed thinking about. Thankfully, the library 
staff were both helpful and committed. 
 
There isn’t really a clear career path into the sort of work I do, but it’s great and 
very varied. I’ve worked for the NHS, schools and colleges, art centres and the 
Northern Rock Foundation. 
 
Because there isn’t really training for the participatory work I do, I’ve essentially 
learned on the job. I’ve never met anyone where I’ve thought ‘I wish I had your 
career.’ It’s not that sort of role. The individual projects I do have all been 
different and the inspiration and opportunities come from everywhere. 
 
Anyone wanting to do what I’m doing in all the different settings must have good 
people skills. You have to understand what people want – what they are saying, 
and what they aren’t saying. 
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But people are starting to see this participatory work as a valid option, as 
interesting work. I don’t think it’s being offered as a course, it’s just developing. 
Artists working in participatory settings are the knowledge holders, so they need 
to spread their knowledge in more seminars and conferences. 
 
It’s interesting that whereas in other area of the Arts is drying up or had dried up, 
there still appears to be funding for this sort of work.” 
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Theresa Easton graduated from the University of East London with a BA in 
Fine Art, specialising in printmaking, in 1998. She went on to complete an 
MA in Glass at the University of Sunderland in 2007. 
 
She works predominantly as a printmaker, using a wide range of printing 
techniques for public art, artists’ books and exhibitions. 
 
“I use printmaking to engage with a wide variety of participants in a range of 
different settings. I think my specialist skills include working with hard-to-reach 
groups like NEETs, or working with young people through the Restorative Justice 
programme. I also enjoy working with older people too. 
 
I think printmaking can really empower people, it can be a simple process and 
can help people achieve quite simple goals, giving them confidence and belief. 
 
It can help them feel aspirational and shift focus from the negative to the 
positive. 
 
I work hard in settings to put people at their ease, using language and processes 
that people can find accessible. 
 
It’s important to find a good theme to help with initial engagement. In taster 
workshops a good, simple theme is absolutely key, it helps people to feel at ease 
and appreciate that art is not elitist, or ‘for somebody else.’ 
 
The Sunderland Book Project was a simple theme that everyone could get really 
quickly. It was about the history of the place, the language, the dialect, the 
history and heritage and memories. It also became quite political, and involved 
quite challenging issues. People from all over the world took part, it was easy to 
become involved. 
 



2 
 

People I worked with on the project helped to guide me as it was their project, 
their memories and attitudes. 
 
During a long-term project like that I’ll try to hold a person in my mind and 
remember one thing that they’ve said to me. I’ll try to respond to that one thing 
the following week by taking something into the session that they’ve mentioned. 
This really helps bond them into the project and sessions. It helps people to 
realise I value them and their input – a lot of people I work with don’t necessarily 
get that at home. It’s about positive attachment. 
 
I try to work in settings that are familiar and comfortable to people in the client 
group. I was working with a group from Tyneside Women’s Health at a 
community centre where the women felt safe and secure, but embedded into 
that were visits to a more public space. I try to keep groups away from 
established educational centres, as clients often have had poor experiences at 
school and don’t feel comfortable in those settings. 
 
When I work with the Restorative Justice group, there isn’t really a good space to 
work in. They’re the same rooms in which the probation officers interview them. 
So I take in work they’ve completed in my sessions and pin it up all around the 
room to make it feel different and more comfortable. I even put some of the work 
into Ikea frames and they really value this, makes them feel special. 
 
I really enjoy my work in participatory settings and it helps my work as an artist 
– it feeds into my work. It makes me think about what my artwork may 
communicate. 
 
It can stretch me as I try to find something different to do with each group so I’m 
pushed to develop or look at new skills. My work can also be a response to 
something that’s happened or been said in a session. But my own work is vitally 
important to me. I’m more of a facilitator than a teacher. 
 
I would like the challenge of working in other settings. I’ve done a little bit of 
work in Low Newton Remand Centre and really enjoyed it and would like to do 
more in settings like that, which are really different to the norm. It was great 
working with the young offenders, trying to give them a skill they’ve never even 
thought about before and which will help them have a more positive outlook. 
 
I’d like to work with women in prisons and more young people who have been 
incarcerated. I looked at a New York project which was using Artists’ Books 
within the education system educating young people who’d been incarcerated. It 
worked really well and people in Boston were using similar practices. It’s an 
interesting model and seemed to be making successful interventions. 
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One project that I’m particularly proud of was working with Restorative Justice 
groups in Sunderland. I think I managed the numbers well, though it was a 
challenge as the staff were undergoing major changes during the project. The 
brief was to help young people make sense of a regeneration project in Roker 
and come up with something that could be sold. I needed three lesson plans for 
each session because things were changing all the time. The group was made up 
of young people – boys and girls – aged between 13 and 17 and there were ten 
sessions in total. The result was the Roker Explorer Pack, which introduces 
visitors to the area and which the young people put together themselves. They 
are now being sold around the seafront. 
 
There have been a couple of project that I’ve been involved with that have been 
tricky or difficult, but I’ve always been happy to ask for support. One example 
was an intergenerational project that I employed a specialist to work alongside 
me to help evaluate the project as well as help me link the two audiences – young 
and old. I’m more of an artist and I know I need a bit of help with areas like 
evaluation. 
 
I first got into working in participatory settings when I was parachuted in to help 
on a project a few years ago. I found out that I was almost expected to be a social 
worker as well, so I thought if this is what is expected, then the issues need to be 
properly embedded in the brief. So I really got into the work about three years 
ago when I started working with hard-to-reach groups. 
 
There was an awareness that I wanted to do more of this, and it was almost 
about less of my skills as an artist, but the softer skills, the people skills which 
become just as important. 
 
I now work with a whole host of organisations in these sort of settings – mums 
and toddlers’ groups; pre-school children; primary school children; teenagers 
outside of school settings; youth services; museums (Beamish for example); 
third sector organisations; big arts organisations like BALTIC, as well as 
universities and colleges. 
 
There wasn’t really the opportunity to do this sort of work when I was at 
university. I organised my own works experience, but this was at a museum, and 
I wasn’t really able to use my artistic skills. It did really help me learn how to talk 
to the public and improve my confidence. 
 
That’s one of the things about printmaking, it’s more social than painting. 
 
I haven’t really been inspired by one particular person to do this sort of work, 
but I pick up lots of ideas and energy from people doing similar work regionally, 
nationally and internationally. Although I do remember speaking to the 
organisers of a photography course in Newcastle. They’d been doing some work 
with Chilean Solidarity who had been putting up work in launderettes. That 
inspired me, it got me thinking, 
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If anyone is thinking about doing this sort of work, I’d advise them to really think 
about why. One of my reasons for getting into it was that I never felt I really 
belonged growing up, I was never encouraged down the artistic route. I would 
also say get as much training as you possibly can – be that formal training, 
mentoring, shadowing or short courses. Pick up ideas, inspiration wherever you 
can. 
 
I think there are big gaps in training and learning. Some students just don’t 
appreciate the opportunity universities grant them – the excellent facilities and 
support of great teachers and lecturers. You’ve got to think about the finance too 
– can you afford to be an artist, is it a full-time job or a pert-time role? The other 
thing is too many students don’t have the right social skills for this type of work, 
they can’t work as a tem and don’t relate to people well. You need empathy, not 
sympathy and this side of the work I do is vital to succeed.” 
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Pady O’Connor is an actor, director and theatre teacher who specialises in 
particular types of theatre, including mask work and Commedia dell’ arte. 
 
He graduated from Northumbria University 15 years ago with a BA (hons) 
in drama. He trained in Commedia dell’attore comico in Italy with maestro 
Antonio Fava, at the Desmond Jones’ School of Mime and Physical Theatre 
in London, and recently studied Clown with Philippe Gaulier in Paris. 
 
He has taught and performed extensively in the UK and internationally. 
 
I specialise in working with young people and adults with learning difficulties, 
but I also work with mainstream young people and professional adults. 
 
I’ve moulded a very particular way of teaching that people really enjoy. 
 
I’ve built up a vast collection of masks, costumes, backdrops and visual props to 
create a world of wonder. The idea, the intention is for people to enter the 
worlds I create. 
 
One of my most enjoyable projects was a seven-month programme working with 
17 to 19-year-olds in Durham, taking the young people on a musical and 
theatrical journey on which they were given plenty of creative choices. 
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I brought in several collaborators who added hugely to the experience. We’ve 
just finished a large exhibition and installation completed by the young people. 
 
My interest in the theatre started at school. I loved school, but I wasn’t a high 
achiever and left school without any qualifications. 
 
However, I had an inspiring English teacher who had covered his classroom 
walls in old theatre posters, which fascinated me. It was this teacher who 
pointed me in the direction of Stretford Youth Theatre, which I joined and I just 
loved it. 
 
I had to audition to get in, but when I passed I didn’t look back. I was just 
captured, loved everything about it, and stayed until the place was closed down 
when I was about 18. 
 
I’d started working as a chef, but my heart was really in the world of theatre, and 
I was able to follow my dream when I went to university. 
 
The range of work I do satisfies me, so I’m not desperate to try other art forms. 
I’d perhaps like to try my hand at set designs as I’ve always drawn, and I’ve also 
just started to play the accordian. I’ve always loved music, so thought it was time 
to learn how to play. 
 
One project that I’m particularly proud of is the Clown Doctors, where we go into 
hospitals to entertain and bring smiles to the faces of seriously ill children and 
their families. It really is a beautiful project, I wasn’t keen at first, but was blown 
away when I saw a presentation. 
 
We’re all professional artists who have been trained in the art of clowning and 
we all have special skills and stories to share. We use the performing arts on the 
wards to engage the children and help them to come to terms with their situation 
through humour and play. 
 
It’s a very humbling experience and I’m very proud of the work we do. Working 
with such brave kids during for some are the last days of their lives is a real 
privilege. We also work very closely with mams and dads and families, many of 
whom take the opportunity to tell us their fears and concerns. 
 
I’ve worked on many different projects, a real variety and I’ve always been self-
sufficient and hardworking. 
 
And I’ve worked for many different organisations – from theatre companies, 
councils, schools, colleges and universities. Projects like the Clown Doctors were 
funded by The Children’s Foundation. 
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I knew what sort of work I wanted to do early on, and my degree really helped – 
at the time my degree involved 75% practical and 25% theory and it was a very 
prestigious degree to have. It was easy for people on my course to find work 
experience and placements and those links were very helpful when we started 
looking for work. 
 
I have been lucky in that I’ve studied with some incredibly inspirational teachers. 
Three people in particular stand out – Antonio Fava at the Commedia dell’ Arte 
in Italy; Desmond Jones at his School of Mime and Physical Theatre in London, 
but especially Philippe Gaulier at Le ‘jeu in Paris. He’s worked with people like 
Sacha Baron Cohen and Emma Thompson, and is one of the best clown teachers 
in the world. 
 
I made a decision very early in my career about what work I would take on and 
what I wouldn’t, and I’ve always stood by that. It’s important to me that I’m able 
to be true to myself. 
 
I followed my own pathway into this work, and I would urge anyone wanting to 
do similar work to really research things carefully.  I did lots of research and 
worked out who I wanted to work with and what courses I wanted to do, and 
then worked out how I was going to make these happen. 
 
Now I run my own company, Della ‘Mimi as well as working with others. 



1 
 

 
 
Annie Rigby is a Theatre Director and founder of Unfolding Theatre, a 
company whose shows sit within a participation programme of artistically 
ambitious projects with children, young people and community groups. 
 
She graduated from Downing College, Cambridge, with a degree in English 
Language and Literature in 2001 and was Northern Rock Foundation 
Fellow (2007/8) on the Clore Leadership Programe. Her fellowship 
included secondments to the V&A Museum, Edinburgh Festival Theatres 
Trust and research into theatre made by non-professional performers. 
 
“I’ve done a lot of work recently with young people struggling in mainstream 
education. 
 
I also work with adult and community groups on a range of different projects. 
One of these projects was working with people recovering from addiction – that 
has been very rewarding. 
 
I tend to work in schools and community centres, in existing venues rather than 
places that might be classed as new venues. 
 
I’ve done projects for councils, theatres, charities, schools, festivals and 
universities. 
 
I don’t separate my theatre work from the projects I do in participatory settings. 
I think the work I do with participation helps me in the creative process for my 
shows. A good example of this was the work I was doing with the referral units in 
Sunderland. I was working on our Best in the World play at the same time, and it 
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was interesting to get the young people’s views of what it might be like to be so 
good at something that you’re ‘best in the world.’ 
 
I discovered this sort of work by accident really. On leaving university, I knew I 
wanted to be a theatre director. I was offered work at Northern Stage as an 
assistant director, and offered some drama projects in local schools at the same 
time. I’d never thought about this sort of work, nor really knew about it. 
 
I was young, only 21, and just took the work – and found I absolutely loved it. So 
it was through doing it that I discovered it. About the same time I was offered 
some similar work by the Lawnmowers Independent Theatre Company. This was 
with a group with learning disabilities and I thoroughly enjoyed that too. 
 
I’m interested in working in different settings and with different groups of 
people, with different experiences of life. My approach has always been 
responsive, to listen carefully to people about their projects. Although most of 
our work is theatre-based, that isn’t always appropriate to the group, so for one 
group recently we worked on an installation using film and design work. It’s 
great to have a bit of variety, but vital to be responsive to an individual group’s 
needs. 
 
One project of which I’m particularly proud is the work we did with recovering 
addicts. It was called Let Me Tell You and it really changed the way I felt about 
the world. Virtually all projects are measured on the impact of participants of the 
group, and that is understandable, but the biggest impact of those projects was 
on me. I got a real insight into the lives of these recovering addicts and their 
families. I felt that I could understand them. 
 
The project ended with art installations in Stockton, Gateshead and Eldon Square. 
Different groups worked on each project, which was completed between 2009-
2012. The work was funded by Stockton and Gateshead councils, the Northern 
Rock Foundation and the Greggs Foundation. 
 
It wasn’t all plain sailing. I started off describing the project as being about 
addiction, but it was really about recovery. The language was important. 
 
One group of young men wasn’t really interested in what we were trying to do. 
They weren’t at the recovery stage and were a bit aggressive. They weren’t 
interested in the changes the project was trying to bring about, and it was hard 
to make a connection with them. There was a mandatory element to the course 
they were doing with us, and this didn’t work either. They plainly didn’t want to 
be there, but the staff were very good and supportive and stepped in when they 
needed to. 
 
I learnt I lot from the experience – even if they didn’t! 
 
I’m always conscious that I’m not an expert – I’m an artist. I’m not an expert in 
working with people with special needs or things like that, and it’s always 
important to work well with those who are. 
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There was no opportunity to do any work in participatory settings at university, 
but a piece of work I completed for the Clore Fellowship did help. That was a 
paper I wrote on ‘theatre work made by non-professional performers.’ That got 
me thinking, and it was a piece of work supervised by some great people at 
Newcastle University. I have done a lot of shadowing and learning on the job 
though. 
 
There are two people who have particularly influenced or inspired me in this line 
of work. Alan Lyddiard, a founder and artistic director of Northern Stage, always 
enjoyed working with people who weren’t trained actors. He could see the 
theatrical potential in non-actors and this always excited me. 
 
Richard Gregory, one of the founders of Quarantine in Manchester, is the other 
one. He won’t use the word ‘participatory’ but that is what he does. He produces 
theatre in community settings and with community groups, but not for a social 
purpose, but just to make good theatre. His work has been a big influence on me. 
 
I would encourage anyone to go into this sort of work. It’s been a real privilege 
for me to have the opportunity to meet these wonderful people, and do things I 
would never have got the chance to do. It’s also creatively rewarding work. 
People should be ambitious in community settings. Sometimes it can be seen as 
less interesting, but it shouldn’t be and doesn’t have to be. It can be incredibly 
creative and rewarding working with non-professional performers. 
 
There isn’t really a formal route into this work, but it’s a small artistic world in 
the north east and it’s easy to make connections quickly, which helps. The big 
theatres all run participatory work so this helps people get into it. 
 
You can feel a bit isolated at times and it would be good to have more 
networking, a few more seminars or conferences.  Not to discuss policy, but it 
would be good to see what other people do, how they perform.” 
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Kate Sweeney is a visual artist who has been working in participatory 
settings for several years. 
 
She graduated from Northumbria University with a BA in Fine Art in 1999 
and went on to complete her MA at the same university in 2009, achieving a 
distinction. 
 
Her studio practice is based in the Star and Shadow Cinema in Ouseburn, 
Newcastle. 
 
“Although my degree was in Fine Art, I’ve been using video techniques in a lot of 
the projects I’ve been working on recently. This has been particularly useful 
while I’ve been working in care homes on a storytelling project. I find that 
working in participatory settings, you use all sorts of art forms. You need 
technical and artistic skills, so video comes in very useful. I also use photography 
on the project as photographs can help me with the starting point – I’m working 
with people suffering from dementia and the pictures can produce a response. 
They can just be abstract pictures, not family pictures. 
 
There is, of course, a relationship between my work in participatory settings and 
my studio work. What I do on some of my participatory projects can sometimes 
help inform or shape my studio work, and some of the work I do in my own 
practice can help me in the project settings. 
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I suppose my motivation for becoming involved in this area of work started 
when I became involved in political activism. I was 19 and was going down to a 
big political demonstration on my own. I was nervous and excited and saw some 
graffiti based on a Derek Jarman quote written on a wall. It was a real awakening 
and I felt really empowered by it. It was a piece of artwork in a setting accessible 
by ordinary people. That became something that really interested me – art 
reaching people outside of galleries, which I suppose is what participatory arts is 
about. 
 
While I was art school I was trained in a skill, but when I finished there, I didn’t 
necessarily know how I was going to use Fine Art in a career. But I did know I 
wanted to work in communities, I knew I wanted to work in participatory 
practice. 
 
Initially I kept the two separate: my studio work and my participatory project 
work. Then I thought I really don’t want to work like this any longer so now I 
don’t separate them. 
 
I suppose I’ve been fortunate enough to work in several different sorts of 
settings. I like the variety – I arranged a residency in San Francisco which wasn’t 
difficult to do. If you’re going to live frugally, it’s worth doing a residency abroad 
for six months. I worked in the student support system and the work I did led me 
on to working on the city’s Day of the Dead festival, which was a great experience. 
 
One of my projects that I’m particularly proud of is the work I’m doing with 
Equal Arts in Gateshead. This involves using images and storytelling to work 
with dementia sufferers in care homes. I’m learning a lot as well as relying on 
past experiences to help me with the work. Equal Arts are a great partner, really 
dedicated to what they’re doing and who they are working with. The project is 
passionate about the care of elderly people and we’re really improving the lives 
of people we’re working with. 
 
I feel like I know what participatory arts is about now. I keep things simple. 
 
Most projects I’ve undertaken have had some sort of challenge, it’s about how 
you react to that challenge, how you deal with it. You also learn how to get 
support should you need it. 
 
My route into participatory arts was unusual – my degree work was so 
conceptual that I did a BTEC in computer-aided design. Through this course I 
applied to do a residency at the Green Festival and I and a colleague did a piece 
of public work for the festival, and things led from there. 
 
I’ve since worked with a wide variety of organisations – councils, universities, 
galleries, charities and arts organisations. 
 
There was no formal training for working in participatory settings, I and others 
just found our own way. What I would say is that you have to have experienced 
being a participant to really ‘get’ participatory arts. 
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I’ve been inspired on the way by artists like Lindsay Duncanson. I’ve also learnt a 
lot from other artistic disciplines, particularly theatre and drama work. They 
really know how to set up a workshop. So going on day-long conferences or 
seminars can be really useful even if sometimes it doesn’t feel like it at the time. 
Things do stick in your head without you realising it. 
 
I’d need to understand why someone was thinking of doing this work before 
sitting down and discussing it with them. They’d need to be really intrigued by 
the subject, have a personal response to it. 
 
But if someone asked for advice, I’d say it’s a really interesting art form, one that 
you can do with a music degree or an art degree and one in which an interest in 
cross arts can really help you. Any peer-to-peer opportunities can also help you, 
as can shadowing others already working in participatory settings. 
 
One good thing about it is that there isn’t a clear pathway. It’s not like a business 
with a clear career pathway.” 
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