

Knowledge exchange: accessible futures
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Hello everyone, and welcome to today's knowledge exchange with Jason Oliver from Culture Perth and Kinross. We're really excited for today's session. For those of you who have not met before, my name is Gabi Gillott. I am the museum Development Coordinator for the delivering change programme here at museums galleries Scotland, but I also have fingers in other pies of work, such as youth employability work and other kind of areas of skills development, the pronouns that I use are she and her, and I will update my name to reflect that afterwards, rather than just the generic museums galleries Scotland, we will ask everyone today to remain on mute while Jason is delivering his presentation. And then there will be a questions and answers session section at the end of today's session. If at that point you want to ask a question in the chat, please do so. I'll be monitoring the chat throughout. So if questions are popping up in your head as Jason's heading through, feel free to just pop them in the chat and we can return to them at the end. There's not going to be a break today because it is quite a short session, so it should be nice and snappy, but if you do need to take a comfort break at any point, obviously feel free to do so, and with no further ado, I will pass over to Jason to introduce himself and begin today's knowledge exchange.
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Thanks very much for inviting me to come along today, Gabi, it's really nice for you to do that, and also to MGS for actually hosting this. And it's really great to you know, to share some of the work that we've been doing over at culture Perth and Kinross. So my job at culture Perth and Kinross is I work as the heritage pathways coordinator there. So my role is about overseeing work placement opportunities and coordinating internships, collaborative working with other culture and heritage sector in the region, and also to advocate for the benefits of young people's voice and representation within CPK and beyond that, organising CPD and I also facilitate the CPK youth collective, and they are a self led group of young people aged 16 to 25 and their workshops that they have at CPK give them experience of working behind the scenes and creating their own projects and exhibitions. Last year, they created a exhibition called 100 years. It was a fleet pit theatre which was celebrating 100 years of cinema. And, you know, they were learning about curation, conservation, time management, event coordination, all these kind of things that you wouldn't actually normally get until you actually had that job. So, you know, it's been a real benefit to them, and a lot of them have actually gone on to get other jobs in the sector which they didn't think they would they would be able to get, you know, without going through university. But today, I will be talking about two events, which were co designed with pupils from Fairview school in Perth, and Fairview school supports students living with profound additional support needs. So the the two events I'll be talking about is an art gallery takeover and also a skills for career, skills for Heritage careers event in 2025 so this particular session is more about more than describing two events. It's about CO production. It's about meaningful inclusion, and how we might rethink access, not just a bolt on after the event, but something led from the centre, so very person centred approach. So before I begin, I'd also like to say something personal. So I live with ASD, and I know what it's like to move through a world that often isn't built with neurodiverse people in mind, and the need to mask and adapt constantly. And in essence, that's a really big driver for me, and it's a really big part of why this work matters to me as well. So both of these events, the student, students didn't have to mask, they didn't have to perform or conform, and they just got to be themselves. And for me, that I that I feel, is the essence of accessibility and the core of genuine inclusion. So rethinking the careers fair, because they tend to be loud. They tend to be busy. They are geared towards verbal interaction and rapid processing, and they tend to reward confidence and also getting to as many of the stores as possible to get as much information as possible in a short period of time, I'd know an hour or two, something like that. And for many young people with additional support needs, that kind of environment can be overwhelming. So I'm thinking of one of the students at Fairview school. She's in a wheelchair, she's blind, and she has autism, and if you can just imagine her experience of going in maybe a school hall where the careers fair is being held, you know, pulling up to the door, and immediately, you know, she's marginalised. She's excluded from that space. And you know, if she's thinking about leaving school, I don't know in six months, what is that telling her, what is that saying to her? I think also, you know, as I said, live with ASD. I mean, I worked at a career fair representing CPK not so long ago, and it was very busy. We had different students coming in during the day, and after 45 minutes, you know, I was in burnout, you know, the amount of, you know, the amount of information, the amount of noise, the fluorescent lights, all that kind of thing, you know. And that's just, that's me as an adult. So you know that that's one of the driving forces for for both of these events, you know. And through conversations with the students at Fairview school, they told us in a variety of ways that, you know, events such as these didn't feel designed for them. You know, overstimulating environments can lead to shutdowns, meltdowns and disorientation and create an environment which is really not set up for success for them. So we asked, What would a careers event look like if it wasn't just adapted for students with additional needs, but co created with them from the ground up. So after many meetings with the students at the school, and those many meetings are absolutely necessary, and we can talk a little bit about that when we get to the questions and answers. We had a takeover day at Perth art gallery in March 2024 so this wasn't symbolic in any way. People from Fairview took on real roles in the in the art gallery. You know, they chose their jobs, they curated displays, they greeted visitors, they served in the cafe, and even co design the uniforms with young designers. And we worked across eight preparatory workshops to build relationships and familiarity. The students and the teachers came and did access audits, and there was communications planning prior to the event, and there was also lots of time spent with the pupils and teachers beforehand. And I think that this gave us a more successful event, and I think it shared a language of trust, and it showed us the power of taking time to understand what inclusion feels like, from the inside out, it wasn't just a case of organising the event and parachuting these young people into the middle of it. This was actually something they, you know, they really felt part of. So this is some of the feedback from that particular day. And I'll just read, I don't like walls of text, but I'll read these out. So it says it's also allowed our pupils to have the opportunity to be fully immersed in a museum experience, which for some would have been very challenging the staff who have been working with our pupils have been incredibly enthusiastic and open to breaking down any barriers. Staff from Fairview have carried out an accessibility visit, which will allow our pupils and many other people with additional support needs to better access CPK activities and venues. Though, throughout this programme, pupils will be increasing their awareness of the roles in a museum and the school and the skills required to access these roles, and by showcasing what our young people can do through the museum takeover event, this will hopefully allow other employers to consider employment opportunities and experiences for our young people. And then it is now a place that I feel comfortable bringing some of my students to on a community visit. And I think that particular comment, I think, was especially prescient, because there, when the schools are also the parents are taking the young people out. They are worried. What would happen if I went into a space, and I don't know, say, for example, one of the kids with autism had a meltdown. You know, what would that look like? Because other people are going to start tutting and looking at them and making them feel really unwelcome. So they censor their visits. They're kind of self cencoring before they go into any public space because of the perception of what might happen to them. So I think you know, for this particular person to say, I feel comfortable bringing some my students on a to a community, to on a community visit, I think really helped us think that we were really hitting the mark on what these visits were going to be, you know, what they were going to be like. And especially at the Fairview event, there was a medical area that was set up. There was a quiet space as well. If people had a meltdown, that was completely fine, didn't draw attention to them at all. They were freely, you know, able to be themselves completely. So this then led on. Building on that event, we produced a longer event in March 2025 we didn't want to repeat what we'd done before with the takeover day. It was a shift in thinking and shifting conversation as well. So we planned a two day skills for careers event, which hoped to bring together pupils from nine different schools across Perth and Kinross, and the pupils helped shape everything. So the schedule, pace, the crafts, the size of the groups, and also the flow of the room. So all this was sorted way before the actual event, because those kind of what we would see as just,
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just stuff that you would take for granted. You know, for the students, that would change depending on their mood, how well they were, any medical needs they have, things can change really quickly. So we had to have flexibility around the planning and through our conversations using different forms of communication, they told us clearly what they needed and they needed, small group sizes, low sensory input, no pressure to talk and space to just be themselves. So on reflection, I would say that this wasn't just a consultation, it was a shared design process. Over time, the students also wanted to display their marseum work. So for anyone that doesn't know, marseum is being promoted by Museums Galleries Scotland, and the idea is that the year is 2050 and a human community is now thriving on Mars. And as part of this first human settlement on Mars, learners will help design a new exhibition for the first museum on the Red Planet, and after learning about the purpose of the museum, the marseum team will create an exhibition to showcase stories from Earth to the young people of Mars. Unfortunately, we don't have photographs of that because there was a lot of not issues with but photo permission. So I'll kind of describe that event as much as possible as we move through. So on the day, we worked with four crafts people who had strong experience in both heritage and inclusive practice, and each session offered a different skill and was informed by the objects in our collection at the museum. So students shaped clay. They made natural pigments by grinding down stones and making them into paint. They painted with handmade brushes, and they also hand handled archaeological materials. And I think the key here, and I think this was something on reflection that was really highlighted that it wasn't about taking a task and simplifying it for the students. It was not simplification, but adaptation. And these were authentic historical crafts. They weren't dumbed down, but made accessible through pacing, support and sensory awareness. And the atmosphere was quiet, respectful and flexible, and groups no larger than six, and the activities were short and calm, alone, space to explore without pressure. So the students came in 10 o'clock ish, and each session was 20 minutes. So they had 20 minutes with one crafter, they moved to the next crafter, and then they had half an hour, 45 minutes break. And I think that that really worked, because we were kind of quite concerned, because they may be trying something new. They're working with quite, quite complex techniques, maybe just time to process information before moving on to the second half of the day. And, you know, it actually worked really well. So groups of six, 20 minutes, 20 minutes break another two, and then the then the students went back to the school as part of the marseum. One of the students, who's really into DJing, set up his deck. So you can see that in the bottom left picture. So in this environment where you've got these experimental archaeology and historic crafts, we also had Europop to start the day off, and that led on to harder tech house as the morning went on. So it's quite a quite a vibrant atmosphere. It was actually really nice. And the students really took ownership of what they were doing. And you could see that, you know, they've been looking forward to this. This is what they wanted to do. And as a result, they were really engaged with the activities, and it's brilliant to see. So the impact on the students was really visible during the day as they were developing motor skills and finding different ways of communicating with working with each other. You can see in the centre picture there, as well as the individual crafts, they also created a banner which reflected their experience of the day and which was put together, and then they hung that up at the school that that was a really nice touch to finish the day off. And you know, they use gestures to communicate object, picked up some objects to communicate with each other. And it was in a setting that really respected this, but that really respected their pace. There wasn't really this idea of you're going to do this and you're going to move on and do something different. There was a slow flow, which was almost natural, from one activity to the next. And I think speaking to a couple of them during the day, you know, more than anything, they felt trusted, which was a very surprising thing to hear. And one student said they were surprised to be given real tools, and they were trusted to do something serious and on reflection with my colleagues and also the students as well. You know, maybe that trust is a form of empowerment, and it says you belong here. And I think for many of these young people, you know, it was the first time a cultural career focused event had offered that message, you know, and it was good to hear that as as part of the evaluation. And also, you know, what was being said during the day. And again, it was, it was completely unexpected, but a little bit sad. If that's the first time that you know, heritage space has actually, you know, placed them centrally, rather than just being a bolt on. But it was, it was, it was actually good to start that process again. I don't like reading out large portions of text, but I think these were, no, they were very meaningful in terms of the feedback. So, this is Caroline Nikolai. She has been doing heritage crafts and experimental archaeology for the last 10 years. She's worked with, you know, different types of people over that time. And I'm going to read it out. I'm used to working in the heritage sector. I worked with museums in public engagement for more than a decade now, and I don't remember any event specifically designed dedicated to young people with additional support needs that involve crafts like this, not just hands on activities, but a space entirely open to them and very little time constraints and the freedom of picking which part of the craft they were more interested in, or getting the most out of a relaxed atmosphere, but serious professional type of craft soon too. I think that some of these young people were surprised to be trusted with grinding stones, staining pigment powders, and explained how to do something new and connected to history and heritage. I thoroughly enjoyed seeing some of them understand that they can make paint instead of just using them, and then you can have applications that are accessible to them and their everyday environment, because they can. And that must be the most important message from this event. These people, these young people, can do many things that they might not know about, and the heritage sector might well be where they could thrive, even if they never considered it. So we're going on to another crafter now. This is Emma Harrison. She's an experimental archaeologist. She has vast experience working kind of both academically and also, you know, providing workshops for a variety of people, and she said, being a facilitator at the Perth museum event with Fairview and other local schools was a really rewarding experience. I made prehistoric inspired pottery with the pupils, and it was fantastic to see the enthusiasm creativity and interactions that the activity brought about. So the pupils engaged with their own craft as well as with each other. Me and the teachers, depending on ability they were chatting about and asking questions about the past, as well as both pupils and staff. Staff members wondering if it's an activity they could continue to do more of themselves. The environment was relaxed and inclusive. So seemed an enriching day for everyone involved, and the flexibility for pupils to pop in and out as needed was important. Hands on learning through practical crafts seemed an excellent way to engage people who may not interact otherwise with largely static, traditional museum displays. So I think when we have reflected on the event since, one of the clearest lessons that we got as a team was that CO production takes time not to just to plan the activities, I think, but to build the relationship and trust that allow young people to participate meaningfully, and again, we can talk about a little bit more about precisely what that means when we get to the Q and A and we found that giving students space to shape the structure, including the format, the environment and also the pace of the sessions, resulted in engagement that felt authentic and grounded, and the students responded with confidence, creativity and a clear sense of ownership, and also, you know, focus on the day. We also encountered some logistical challenges, though. So while the event was originally designed for nine schools with additional support needs, students, only two were available to attend. We still ended up with 60 people over the two days, though. The primary barrier was transport, and this is an ongoing issue in rural areas,
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whether that's the cost of the bus or if there is staff shortages, or if you're only taking maybe six or seven students out of the school and you have to hire a bus, there's a whole load of logistical challenges that the schools face to get them to events like this. So I think that, from their perspective, maybe there wasn't enough lead in time for the schools to coordinate the complex arrangements required to get pupils, you know, into the centre of Perth. But you know, we didn't know that beforehand. So that's been really good to reflect on. I think that people have asked us, What are practical recommendations, you know, for others deciding these inclusive events, or, you know, any skills based programme? And this is, it sounds obvious, but I think the meaningful inclusion must begin with listening, and listening in different kinds of ways, and this may involve co planning sessions and lots of them. And prior to that, informal opportunities to build familiarity and trust with learners and the teachers as well. And I think flexibility and communication methods is key, because we maybe planned a session to go to school for 20 minutes, and at the last minute, it was cancelled because of maybe issues that happened with the students, or they didn't feel up to it. So it's, you know, it's a sense of doubling the amount of time, even up to a year in advance. Secondly, this sounds obvious, I guess you know, the use of multi sensory approaches really proved essential, I think, both in the planning and in the actual delivery of the event, and using activities allow students to engage through touch and communicate through touch movement and visual stimuli as well, rather than relying solely on communicating, spoken communication, significantly increased participation and enjoyment. And I think for me, because I can talk quite a lot, you know, and you know, for me, one of the suppose that the learning from that was people communicate in different ways, and I had to change the way I was. I wasn't expecting the students to change at all. I had to change the way that I communicated. So a lot of the learning was actually, I think, personal, and I think, you know, for the other people that were involved as well, which was really good, I think also keeping the sessions themself really short. So rather than having, like, a day long event. You know, it was, it was three hours, and this helped to reduce sensory overwhelm, and I think it allowed pupils to engage at their own pace from the beginning of the event to the end of the event. And the environment itself was intentionally calm, minimal background noise and clear transitions between activities. And I think this level of predictability, I think, supported students sense of safety and autonomy, we because of the ongoing access audits that we'd done prior to the second event. It was things that we wouldn't have thought of make sure the windows to the venue were shut. You know, we have this at the Civic Hall in Perth. Got these huge windows. We had to make sure they were shut because, you know, some of the students might jump out of the window. You know, some of the students might need medical, medical care during the day as part of their normal day. So we created a medical space over in one corner, which is a quiet space. We did it with baffle boards, and there was a place for them to go. There was also another, you know, almost completely silent space that if students felt they're just having too much, they could actually go in there. And I think by doing that, when we had the support staff come in and the students, I think people really relaxed, because they weren't thinking, oh no, what's going to happen if this happened, it was already there set up. And I think you know this planning that went on for such a long time. It really helped put all that in place, which meant that everybody that attended could really focus on the crafts and what they were there for. And you notice that with the support workers as well, they could just relax into sit and make crafts themselves. And it was really nice. You could see everybody's shoulders going down to stay relaxed after the first half an hour or so. And I think the other thing it's really important to offer real, meaningful tasks. And I think not simplified versions and activities should be adapted thoughtfully, rather than diluted. And when students are trusted with, you know, real tools and real materials and supported to succeed, I think that the results can be both dignified and transformative. And you know, in my I don't know however long it is. Working in museums, I've been approached by people that work with additional support needs students to plan an activity, and the conversation normally goes something like, what workshops do you offer? You tell them what workshops you offer. Well, could you simplify it down please? Because you've got a load of people with autism, and that was something that we really challenged with this event. Why do we need to do that? Why do we need to simplify down? So, you know, we directly challenged that, and there was almost an element of, not an element of risk, but there was an element of challenge. And I think that that was really important. And you could see that the students responded really well to that. And they actually, they actually told us that as well. So, you know, in future we are, we're going to plan further events with Fairview school and other schools who have additional support needs students, not to replicate this exactly, I think, but to carry forward the values and methods of Co production. And you know, for me, I would say that the takeaway is this, that accessibility isn't about fixing a problem. It's about dismantling barriers and not seeing people as disabling, but seeing the environment as disabling and removing as much of the things in the environment that could disable the participants, and you know, sometimes the best way to do that is to let the people you're working with show you a better way. And I must like to say, just to wrap this up, that all of this, it wouldn't have happened without the help of the Gannochy Trust, who not only fund my position, but also fund activities like this to happen. So I'd like to I'd like to thank them for providing us with the finance to be able to do this. So on this part, I'll say thanks ever so much for coming today. You can see my email there, and it's really nice to be part of this conversation. And I think you know, this knowledge exchange has been really great for, you know, to reflect on this entire process, and again, thanks to MGS for inviting me to come along, and I'll leave it there. Thank you.
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