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Introduction 
 

Since 2009 engage Cymru has run a programme of pilot action research 

projects across Wales focusing on galleries, the visual arts and engaging new 

and different audiences. 
 

The broad aims are to: 
 

• Increase knowledge and understanding of visual arts in galleries 

across Wales for audiences who may have limited experience of art 

• Engage and enable participants to feel comfortable and confident in 

visiting galleries 

• Promote informal Lifelong Learning opportunities and,  

• Enhance the well-being of the target groups participating and help 

combat social isolation and loneliness. 
 

Information and evidence has been collected to provide guidelines for future 

projects, examples of good practice, and to begin to build the body of 

evidence of outcomes to promote increased engagement from different 

sections of the community as part of the core audience for galleries. A case 

study of each project forms part of the programme report available at 

www.engage.org. 
 

The programme has included work with older people, in community settings, 

care settings and in hospital, intergenerational activity and a focus on 

dementia in both community settings and in hospital. A gallery partner and a 

freelance artist have worked with participants on most projects and frequently 

other partner agencies have also been involved providing additional funding, 

practical support or both. A research report and case studies for each project 

are on the engage website.  
 

The action research programme continued into 2012 -13 with further projects; 

one involving participants living with mental health conditions, one with a 
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group of older people recovering from a stroke or with other disabilities and 

two working with young adult carers.  
 

This case study documents the impact of the project which ran over the 

spring and summer of 2012 at Aberystwyth Arts Centre for a group, known as 

the Penparcau Progressive Action Group (PPAG), of individuals with a range 

of physical disabilities. 
 

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in the contribution of the 

arts to health and well-being. In 2005 the Arts Council of Wales (ACW) 

commissioned an audit of arts organisation and health activity in Wales 

(Tillcock), which led to a conference in 2006, followed by WAG and ACW 

jointly publishing a strategy document for arts in health in 2007. Arts in Health 

and Well-being - A Plan for Action followed in 2009, which stated: 
 

The main benefits in all arts and health initiatives are to emotional health 

and well-being, relating to the development of self expression and self-

esteem, reduction of symptoms of anxiety and depression, and provision 

of opportunities for supportive social contact. 

           (ACW/WG 2009, pg. 8) 
 

Wider research into arts in health is growing, with a number of networks and 

research groups looking at the effect of different interventions in different 

health settings.  
 

The Welsh Government Strategy for Older People in Wales is about to enter 

its third phase and there has been a consultation document (Welsh 

Government, 2012) that sets out the issues the Welsh Government consider 

to be priorities, in improving life for the older people of Wales. Within the 

consultation document there is recognition of many elements that are 

important in improving well-being such as the huge importance of social 

connections (p10) and having a sense of purpose in life (p6). Opportunities to 

learn are also seen as valuable. 
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Evidence has indicated that participating in lifelong learning can have 

important benefits to wellbeing and in particular, participation in music, 

arts and evening classes were associated with improvements in 

subjective wellbeing1.               (p25) 
 

The Framework for Action set out by the Older Peopleʼs Commissioner in 

Wales (OPCW, 2012) identified similar priorities. It sets out its plan under four 

headings such as I can do the things that matter to me, which identify that 

opportunities for older people are too limited (p10) and commits the 

commission to 
 

Seek to maintain, improve and extend the opportunities that exist for 

older people for participation in learning, the arts, sports, community 

and as volunteers.              (p10) 
 

Engage Cymru regularly consults with its member galleries and has found 

amongst them both a need for guidance and a desire to explore how their 

projects might contribute to improved health and wellbeing in participants. 

Coupled with a wish to widen practices which encourage the engagement of 

older people and other groups who are less likely to visit galleries, these 

issues have guided the work of engage Cymru. Action research projects have 

become a regular feature of engage Cymruʼs work plan. The lessons learned 

from them have been disseminated in a series of CPD events in England and 

Wales, within the visual arts and social care sectors, and in conferences more 

widely. The results of this project will also be made widely available. 
 

Project Description 

This project was a partnership between engage Cymru and Aberystwyth Arts 

Centre, working closely with the PPAG itself. The group was originally 

                                            
1

 JENKINS, A. ‘Participating in Learning and Wellbeing Among Older Adults’, International Journal of 

Lifelong Education, 2011. volume 30, 3, pp 403-420  
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identified as potential participants by Haul2, a fully constituted voluntary arts 

group that consists of artists and representatives of arts and cultural 

organisations and NHS staff. For over 16 years, Haul has been working 

quietly and consistently creating artworks, performances and events to raise 

the spirits of patients, staff and visitors within healthcare settings in 

Ceredigion. 
 

The project was supported with funding from the Arts Council of Wales and 

Penparcau Communities First Partnership with Ceredigion County Council. 
 

Beyond the outcomes of the overall engage Cymru programme, this project 

aimed to: 
 

• Offer participants a learning opportunity and challenge 

• Raise awareness of galleries and art activity of the participants, their 

families and friends 

• Encourage participants to visit and use their local arts centre and 

gallery 

• Seek to record the impact or effects of introducing the art activity on 

the individuals and on gallery practices and, 

• Record outcomes and lessons learned for wider dissemination to 

improve practice and gallery engagement programmes elsewhere. 
 

Members of PPAG attended eighteen half-day participatory arts activities at 

Aberystwyth Arts Centre over a period of about five months from May through 

to September 2012 and produced artworks that were exhibited in the café 

gallery at the Arts Centre for over a month later in the year. A reception at the 

exhibition was attended by participants, friends and family, the local MP and 

local council officials. 

 

 

                                            
2 Haul are a voluntary arts and health organisation based in Ceredigion.  
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The Artists 
 

Three artists who were involved in this project regularly work as workshop 

leaders at Aberystwyth Arts Centre alongside their own practice.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Becky Knight is textile artist who works on projects of varying scales with a 

wide variety of materials. She makes small items, flags, bunting, and quilts 

using cloth, paper and recently bubble wrap! 
 

Roger Guy Young is a ceramicist who works with clay and 

porcelain.  He regularly works as a teacher demonstrating 

and teaching how to throw pots on a wheel as well as how 

to shape clay by other methods.  

 
 

 

Stephen Bailey is a photographer. He leads many 

workshops frequently on digital photography and is photo-

graphed here by one of his students from the project group. 

 
The Participants 
 

The PPAG was originally set up a few years ago as an activity group for 

individuals who were living with the affects of a stroke, their family members 

and their carers to take part in activities and to encourage social interaction. 

In recent years they have widened their remit to include individuals who have 

other types of disability and now describe themselves as a collective of 

people disabled by stroke or any other disability and their carers or family. 
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Membership is open to any adult with a disability living in the Aberystwyth 

area. PPAG aims are to: 
 

• Build confidence and increase the well-being of members through social 

interaction  

• Assist in rehabilitation 

• Build up capacity for independent living 

• Encourage our members to be more outgoing. 
 

The group varied in size, due to incapacity and illness. Over the project period 

seventeen individuals regularly attended. At least four of the group used a 

wheelchair all or most of the time and others were not fully mobile. Two had 

significant difficulties with speech and others had to concentrate quite hard to 

speak clearly especially when under pressure. All group members lived 

independently in the community, some needing significant social care. They 

were a group whose individuals had significant difficulties and physical 

problems to overcome. 
 

The group met every week in a local community hall and funding the rent for 

hiring the hall and refreshments came through a combination of nominal subs, 

a weekly raffle and donations from some of its members. They tried to 

arrange some sort of activity to undertake during the morning. This may have 

been as simple as a quiz organised by one of the members, a basic craft 

activity or a visiting speaker and occasionally they organised a trip funded 

sometimes by application for a small grant.  
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Everyone who met this group in the course of the project commented on 

their remarkable spirit. When they were together there was a good deal of 

joking and laughter and the atmosphere was light hearted and joyous. 
 

ʻI donʼt know what it is about the group. Some of them may arrive a bit 

down in the dumps but within minutes they have cheered up.ʼ   

Carer 
 

ʻI have never been to visit this group without coming away feeling 

uplifted.ʼ 

        Project coordinator 
 

The social interaction within the group is clearly an important part of their 

lives. 
 

ʻ…wouldnʼt get out bed sometimes if it wasnʼt for this group.ʼ  

 Carer 
 

However the activities that they undertake were also important. When there 

was a sudden change of plan at a regular meeting one of the members said 

“Well what are we going to do then? We canʼt sit here and do nothing!” 
 

Project Partners 
 

Engage Cymru 

engage Cymru is the leading membership organisation for gallery education 

in Wales. It has over 70 members and promotes gallery education through 

advocacy, regular area group meetings, networking and professional 

development training events, and through its research projects. Angela 

Rogers, the coordinator for Wales made a successful funding application to 

ACW that covered the majority of project costs and allowed development 

work to start. Close cooperation with Cath Sherrell, Education Officer Visual 

Arts at Aberystwyth Arts Centre and the PPAG itself, also established 

additional funding to allow project activities to begin.   
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Aberystwyth Arts Centre 
Aberystwyth Arts Centre is Walesʼ largest arts centre and recognised as a 

'national flagship for the arts'. It has a wide-ranging artistic programme, both 

producing and presenting, across all art forms including drama, dance, music, 

visual arts, applied arts, film, new media, and community arts and is 

recognised as a national centre for arts development. It also co-ordinates the 

largest community arts and education programme of any arts centre in 

Wales3. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The Aberystwyth Arts Centre was purpose built as part of the University of 

Aberystwyth and is fortunate to have excellent facilities that are wheelchair 

accessible. It is working towards also widening access in its activities and 

reaching out to groups that are less likely to attend. The centreʼs community 

arts and education programme works to fulfil that aim, and this project was an 

example of reaching out to new groups. 

          

Project Activities 
There was a good deal of discussion with the group before settling on the 

activities that were to be offered. They were particularly keen to learn skills 

that they could continue to use after the project was over as part of their 

programme of activities. Skill building is a core activity of the group essential 

in fulfilling their aims. For example they had previously purchased some 

digital photography equipment but werenʼt making best use of it and felt that 

knowing more about it would help them develop new activities.  

                                            
3 Information and photograph taken from the Aberystwyth Arts Centre website 

http://www.aberystwythartscentre.co.uk/  
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Not all members of the group were enthusiastic about all the art activities 

beforehand, however it was agreed that there was something of interest to 

everyone and many individuals looked forward to it all. Some of the group felt 

they would prefer to have artists come to them at the hall were they normally 

meet. They were very reticent about visiting the Arts Centre using phrases 

such as “not for the likes of us”, and were under the misapprehension that 

facilities would not be easily accessible to members who are wheelchair 

users. However they were persuaded that they would be very welcome at the 

Arts Centre and that the excellent facilities would all be accessible. Whether 

to have full day sessions or half day ones was also discussed and the group 

opted for half a day to take place instead of their usual meeting as 

appropriate transport was already in place making additional arrangements 

less complicated. The availability of transport was an essential ingredient in 

the participation of many of the group, who could not travel to their group 

meetings or to the sessions at the Arts Centre without the availability of 

community transport and wheelchair accessible vehicles.  
 

The project ran in six-week blocks of three art activities; printing on textiles, 

digital photography and ceramics. Sessions mostly took place at the Arts 

Centre although some photography sessions were outside. Setting up 

activities for a group with very different physical capabilities that were 

reasonably demanding for some, but realistic for all, was a significant 

challenge for the tutors, especially as they would only be working with them 

for six weeks. The first block of activity was printing on textiles cutting and 

using stencils and screen printing.  

 

Different types of designs catered for different tastes. 
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There was some concern that it would be a challenge for one tutor to work 

with a fairly big group of individuals many of whom had additional needs, that 

this would prove difficult. However group members helped each other out in 

the different activities, each contributing what they were capable of. 
 

Once participants had learned the basic techniques they could make their 

designs as complicated or straightforward as they wished.  In the six weeks 

they were able to make several individual items and contribute to a collective 

piece that was stitched together at a later date.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The second six-week block was digital photography. The focus was on 

creativity and for the first session Steve brought along hats, coats and fancy 

scarves to use as props in a flash studio session. By the end of the third 

session on this theme they had covered composing and framing the 

photograph and were achieving some beautiful results, with the groupʼs sense 

of fun and humour shining through at times. 
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The final three sessions gave the participants the opportunity to be really 

creative with composition and to challenge themselves with more difficult 

photography and capturing movement. The group set a musical theme for a  

session at the hall, another session was held out of doors on the seafront 

promenade and a third back at the studio.  The emphasis of these sessions 

was on developing the ideas of the group as photographers, some  

compositions were set up by individuals, others a group effort.  

 

The final activity saw the group working in the ceramics studio at the arts 

centre. This was possibly the most physically challenging activity for several 

individuals, however the enjoyment and success of the previous two blocks 

had developed a sense of anticipation, a level of confidence, a willingness to 

help each other out and a sense of co-operative effort in the group. Two 

individuals had only limited dexterity in one hand and so were particularly 

limited but everyone was able to play a full part in the sessions. The tutor was 

able to assess individual capability and devise activity to suit, sometimes 

preparing items between sessions for particular individuals to work on. They 

worked with a range of techniques: rolling clay, pressing small pieces of clay 

onto a proforma producing a tortoiseshell finish, creating moulds, slip cast 

work and a range of decorative techniques.   
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At all times individualsʼ own ideas and designs were encouraged. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Having initially thought that it might be too difficult Roger, the ceramics tutor, 

decided to introduce them to using a potter wheel and throwing pots. Several 

individuals including the wheelchair users tried, and one of whom could only 

use one hand was nearly successful at his first attempt. Most successful was 

a woman wheel chair user with no legs, who, quite courageously, worked 

herself into the right position and turned two bowls. 
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Celebration 
 

An exhibition of the work was set up in the café gallery of the arts centre for a 

period of around six weeks.  Towards the end of the period a reception was 

held, and participants were able to invite friends and family to celebrate an 

excellent collection of varied work representing all three activities.  

 

 

The reception was attended by the local mayor, the local Member of 

Parliament, the director of the Arts Centre, the art tutors and representatives 

of other interested organisations.  
 

There were some short speeches all of which commented on the quality of 

the work produced and the inspirational nature of the whole project.  An 

impromptu contribution by the daughter of some of the participants underlined 

how beneficial the project had been to the group members. 
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Evaluation and evidence collection methods 
 

As part of the action research approach that engage Cymru has taken, an 

independent evaluation of the project ran alongside it. Evidence was collected 

in order to assess whether the project had achieved its aims, to record any 

wider or unexpected impacts and outcomes and to clarify any lessons learned 

for future dissemination by engage Cymru.  
 

Evidence was gathered at meetings related to the project, from observation of 

some sessions and from notes provided by the art tutors. Participants direct 

input was sought by short focus group activity before and after the project, 

some individual interviews and from direct conversations during sessions and 

at the exhibition opening.  

 

Before the sessions started the participants had met the evaluator and it had 

been explained that she would be attending sessions and wanting to know 

their views on how the project was progressing from their perspective. 

Consent was gained from participants to ensure that everyone was content 

with the evaluation, note taking and photographs.  This report was seen by 

representatives of the group before publication. 
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The impact of the project on participants 
 

Learning, creativity and purposeful activity 
Many of the participants spoke of how much they had learned and how much 

they had enjoyed learning. 
 

ʻIʼd never even heard of screen printing before but it was quite 

straightforward and fun to do…ʼ 
 

ʻ…I thought I knew a bit about digital photography but Iʼve learned much 

more than I thought I would. Iʼve learned about setting up a photograph 

and framing it properly. Itʼs been really good.ʼ 

          Participantsʼ comments 

 

There was also a sense that creating the art gave a purpose to their meeting, 

even beyond their usual activities, something that the group clearly values. 
 

ʻHaving something to learn about and do, is much better than just sitting 

about.ʼ         

 Participantʼs comment 
 

Participants also rose to the creative challenge. Whilst tutors offered a lot of 

support in the techniques used, the creative ideas came from both individual 

and collective input. Photographs throughout this report demonstrate the 

breadth and range of creative ideas that emerged. 
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Physical challenge and achievement 
For some participants the challenge of maintaining sufficient physical control 

of their actions in order to achieve the effects they wanted was one of the 

primary aims of the project. A man experiencing the “shakes” associated with 

Parkinsonʼs disease was particularly keen to see if he was able to produce 

good work. He was prepared to work at it, though he had a pragmatic attitude. 
 

ʻIf I crumble, I crumble and shout for help!ʼ    

Participantʼs comment 

 

In fact he produced some pieces of work of which he could be 

justifiably proud and was particularly pleased to learn how set 

the camera to a faster shutter speed and find that he was able 

to reduce any impact of his shaking and even take action 

shots effectively.  

 

Neither tutors nor participants allowed physical difficulties to 

be a reason for not attempting to create and achieve and 

some designs were clearly ambitious. Early successes 

developed confidence and, as the project proceeded, 

individualsʼ physical abilities were stretched and their 

confidence and capability grew. 
 

ʻWe need somebody to make us do this stuff… 

…a bit of a challenge takes your mind off problems.ʼ 

       Participantsʼ comments 
 

Social Interaction 
This is a group that already interact a great deal socially within their usual 

Wednesday morning sessions. There is a great deal of good humoured 

banter and genuinely enjoyment of each otherʼs company. Within the project 

activity the different physical environment and activities facilitated some 

different interactions. At the hall they tend to sit around a table and may well 
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stay in the same position all morning and interact mainly with their 

neighbours. Working on the art activities and having to move elsewhere in the 

building for the coffee break allowed for much more change and different 

conversations. The different activities and discussion of new creative ideas, 

especially the collaborative ones and the setting up of photo shots sparked 

lots of shared humour.  
 

Working with the tutors on new learning also gave some of the quieter 

members of the group a chance for more in depth conversations about 

technique or a creative idea. 

 

Confidence 

 

Successfully making items developed a great deal of confidence and the 

group very quickly adapted to a somewhat unfamiliar environment having the 

confidence to fetch new tools or materials and get on with activity without 

needing to be told. Roger, the ceramics tutor, was surprised by their 

confidence when they started his six-week period. 
 

ʻThey look to be a group of individuals who (by and large) have the 

confidence and initiative to get on with what they are doing, and make 

use of the facilities without constantly stalling to wait for permission to 

proceed. I put this down to the work of Steve Bailey and Becky Knight 

encouraging their appropriate sense of ownership of the Arts Centreʼs 

public facilities.ʼ     

Tutor comment 
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The exhibition and no doubt the reception bolstered their confidence too.  

When visiting the Arts Centre to view the exhibition one of the participants 

commented that their items were every bit as good as those on sale for a 

professional craft market that was on at the same time.     
 

Enjoyment 
All the participants said how much they had enjoyed all the sessions. 

Observing them at their activities their enjoyment was evident. 
 

ʻOnce I get started I am disappointed when the class finishes and I have 

to go home.ʼ        

Participantʼs comment 
 

 

Some who werenʼt so sure at the beginning also enjoyed it. An attitude of 

“Weʼll see how it goes” became “It was much better than Iʼd thought.” 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The daughter of two members of the group spoke at the reception. Her 

comments underlined how important these sessions had become. The group 

meetings had always been important to her father and mother she said but 

the art activity had given much more meaning and purpose and they were 

much more committed to attend as a result. 
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The impact of the project on the Arts Centre 
 

General 

The Arts Centre was able to demonstrate the capacity of both the staff and 

the available facilities to make visiting the Arts Centre a pleasurable and 

welcoming experience for those with a disability or limited mobility. Members 

of the group were full of praise for the way they were welcomed and the 

opportunities they were offered and will henceforth act as ambassadors.  
 

ʻIf other disability groups get the opportunity to do a similar project at the 

arts centre I would encourage them to take it upʼ.   

Participantʼs comment 
 

Cath Sherrell, the Education Officer, spent considerable time with the group 

discussing what they wanted, and seeking the best possible arrangements for 

the smooth running of the project from the perspective of both the group and 

the Arts Centre itself. The time well spent given the great success of the 

project from all perspectives and time that will have provided invaluable 

insight and experience for future projects. 
 

Many of the participants would now be more likely to visit the arts centre to 

view exhibitions or simply to have a coffee. They now see it as more of a 

community resource than they had done previously 
 

The tutors 

The tutors also learned a great deal and have been inspired by working with 

this group.  
 

ʻMy colleague Becky Knight who had been working (very successfully) 

with the group for the previous six weeks told me this group was pretty 

special – and she was right!ʼ 

ʻI have found working with this group that have such spirit in the face of 

some real difficulties really quite humbling.ʼ 

        Tutorsʼ comments 
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The group also had their own comments about the tutors: 
 

ʻTheyʼve all been great fun.ʼ 

ʻWe kept leaving little messages for Becky telling her we loved her!ʼ 

ʻWe canʼt be easy to work with, but theyʼve all been able to have a laugh 

with us.ʼ        

Participantsʼ comments 

Outcomes beyond the project 
 

Ongoing art activity 

Members of the group enjoyed and valued the activity so much that they are 

hoping to continue to do art activity. They have been considering a range of 

options including having tutors deliver a session at the hall perhaps once a 

month to steer their development whilst they continue activity in between 

time. They have also been making funding applications to undertake a project 

at the arts centre. 
 

A calendar 

The group also plan to use the exhibition photographs to make a calendar for 

sale to raise funds. 
 

An Award for PAG 
Each year Age Cymru runs a month long festival of creativity in older age 

called Gwanwyn. For the first time in late 2012 Age Cymru called for 

nominations for a Gwanwyn Award.The group were nominated and were 

chosen to receive the award at a gala dinner in February 2013. Two members 

of the group went to the dinner in Cardiff to receive the award. 
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An Inspiring film 
Tutor Roger Guy Young was so impressed and inspired by the groupʼs spirit 

that he suggested a short film should be made of their activity. The idea was 

taken up by NIACE Dysgu Cymru, an organisation that promotes adult 

learning of all types and with some funding support from the Gwanwyn 

Festival the film is available on You Tube or by request for use by 

organisations to show at conferences or to inspire other groups. 
 

Lessons Learned 
 

These included:  
 

• Working with an existing group proved a great advantage and led to the 

greater likelihood of ongoing sustainable activity 

• Time spent on negotiating detailed arrangements led to the smooth 

running of the project 
 

Conclusions 
 

The general aims of the engage Cymru work and the specific aims for this 

project were met. 

 

Aims Comments 
 

Increase knowledge and 

understanding of visual arts in 

galleries across Wales for audiences 

who may have limited experience of 

art. Raise awareness of galleries and 

art activity of the participants, their 

families and friends. 

Several of the group members had 

never been to the Arts Centre before 

this project and would not naturally 

have visited, particularly as it is sited 

on the University Campus.  Some 

would now be more interested and 

more likely to visit exhibitions. 
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Engage and enable participants to 

feel comfortable and confident in 

visiting galleries and encourage 

participants to visit and use their local 

arts centre and gallery. 
 

All participants would now be more 

confident to visit the arts centre 

knowing that they are welcome, that 

it is easily accessible and that it is a 

community resource. 

Promote informal Lifelong Learning 

opportunities and offer participants a 

learning opportunity and challenge. 
 

Participants were offered 

challenging learning opportunities 

and have responded by seeking to 

continue learning. 
  

Enhance the well-being of the target 

groups participating and help combat 

social isolation and loneliness.  

Whilst individuals were already 

connected into this group, the 

project experiences seem to have 

deepened connections.  
 

Seek to record the impact or effects 

of introducing the art activity on the 

individuals and on gallery practices. 

Evaluation activity ran alongside the 

project and the impacts and effects 

of the project observed are recorded 

in this report. 
 

Record outcomes and lessons 

learned for wider dissemination to 

improve practice and gallery 

engagement programmes elsewhere. 
 

Engage Cymru intends to 

disseminate the outcomes of this 

work and promote the project as a 

model for good practice. 

 

Project outcomes support the recognition set out in both the consultation on 

the Welsh Government Strategy for Older People in Wales on the next five 

year phase, and in the Older Peopleʼs Commissionerʼs Framework for Action 

of the benefits of social connections, having a sense of purpose in life and 

opportunities to learn and engage with the arts. This project provides a model 

of good practice for offering those benefits to a category of individuals who 

are frequently disconnected and difficult to engage. 
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Recommendations 

engage Cymru should provide the evidence of the outcomes of this project to: 
 

• Welsh Government Department of Health and Social Services to support 

its development of the next phase of the Strategy for Older People in 

Wales 

• The Older Peopleʼs Commissioner for Wales and 

• The Arts Council of Wales  
 

and call upon them to work together to promote similar projects in galleries 

and visual arts provision throughout Wales. 

 

engage Cymru should seek out further opportunities to raise awareness of 

this project and its successful outcomes and the lessons learned from it in 

conferences, newsletters and via networks. 
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