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The project came about by Leeds-based
inclusive arts studio Pyramid discussing
how being recognised and supported as
‘professional’ can be hard for learning
disabled artists. This was captured on a
'Barriers Map' - a large hand-drawn
diagram showing the complexity of the
various systems and opportunities that
Pyramid artists face and often struggle
to access. 

Then with researchers Jade French
(University of Leeds) and Katie Graham
(University of York), using the Barriers
Map we identified the typical routes to
artist development like higher education,
getting involved with artist-led
communities, and social care, which
needed further attention. This became
the starting point for our research.

iNTRODUCING
iRREGULAR aRT sCHOOLs

Welcome to 
the Irregular Art 

School

Hello and welcome! We’re the Irregular Art Schools team,
a group of artists, students, social care professionals and
academics with and without learning disabilities who
have worked together to do research on inclusive artist
development in Leeds. 
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With support from the Arts and Humanities Research
Council, Irregular Art Schools was launched to explore
these issues in February 2021. Our aim was to learn how
to best support learning disabled artists in Leeds, but
also to also ask bigger questions around inclusive
learning and development in the arts.

We’ve experimented with new artistic methods and
partnerships, as well as working to bridge the gap
across art and social care. This has all been achieved
through new collaborations between various people
and organisations including Pyramid, Principal
Investigator Dr Jade French, Co-Investigator Dr Katie
Graham, artist-led gallery and studios Assembly House,
and Leeds City Council’s Adult Social Care team. 

Why is it called Irregular Art Schools? Great question!
We were inspired by Professor Roger Slee’s book ‘The
Irregular School’. In it he discusses how thinking in terms
of the ‘regular’ or the ‘special’ school obstructs progress
towards inclusive education. Rather than separating
learning and development into ‘inclusive’ or
‘mainstream’, ‘regular’ or ‘special’, we instead want to
experiment with making arts development
opportunities ‘irregular’. 

In our Irregular Art School, people with different life
experiences, ways of knowing and ways of being can
progress and learn together side by side. Rather than a
physical place, for us Irregular Art Schools has become
more of a method, a way of thinking and collaborating.
 4



action
research
workshops34

aT A GLANCE

2 EXHIBITIONS
ART

31
artists

4 cALLS TO
ACTION

13 NEW ARTWORKS

COUNTLESS BISCUITS AND CHATS7 FILMS
2 big maps + 4 long lists

1 WEBSITEPARTNER ORGANISATIONS5
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You've probably noticed this is not a typical research
report. Instead, we have presented our work as a
'spoof prospectus' for our imagined Irregular Art
School. We hope this approach can help us to:

aBOUT THE

PROSPECTUS

THIS PUBLICATION IS
ONE OF OUR RESEARCH
OUTPUTS. IT SHARES
WITH YOU WHAT WE
DID DURING THE
PROJECT, OUR IDEAS,
AND WHAT WE HAVE
LEARNT. 

Spoof:

Prospectus:

A parody or funny imitation of

college, school, or university, which gives 
details about it for potential students.

A document made by a 

something that copies its original style.

Hold together the real and the speculative
Share individual stories, ambitions, and ideas
alongside the collective
Be in the tension between what the world is and
what it could be. 
Be joyful (especially when exploring hard things)

8
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Artists Victor, Newt, and Pete
described the Irregular Art
School method as a
“technicolour tornado”. A
chaotic (but good!) creativity
which swirls different ideas,
people and practices together
often demolishing what’s in its
pathway to create something
new. 

Though Irregular Art Schools began life as a research
project, it has come to describe a particular way of
being, thinking, and knowing together which has
allowed us to reimagine the structures around us. Along
with inclusive and action research methods, inclusive
arts practice is at the heart of how we work and think
together. Throughout the project we have created
artworks to reveal and express insights. We share these
throughout.

oUR METHODs
(The Irregular Art School Way)

10
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Assembly House
Assembly House is an artist-led community arts
organisation, project space and artist studios located in
a Victorian mill, alongside the Leeds-Liverpool Canal, in
Armley, Leeds. Since 2013 they have been providing
affordable studio spaces and career support for early
career artists, as well as developing creative projects in
and for their local community. They also develop skill
sharing programmes and commission local artists.

oUR

cURRICULUM

EXPLORE OUR
CURRICULUM:
THE PEOPLE AND
PLACES WE WORKED
WITH AND THE
APPROACHES WE
TOOK TO EXPLORE
PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT.

14

Visit to Assembly House studios 2022



Between January and August 2022 we collaborated with
Assembly House. Working with them was so much fun.
We visited each other’s studio spaces, explored different
studio practices and ways of using a studio, and tested
new approaches to peer support. We learnt how
important it is for artists to work with one another and
meet new people who can support and question how we
work. We made lots of new friends and some artists have
continued to work together after the research ended. The
collaboration really helped to develop our ideas and
inspire us to test a more flexible studio at Pyramid.
However, one challenge with Assembly House is that it is
not a very accessible place. It's an old building and some
artists at Pyramid struggled to use it. Alfie went on to
make a piece of work about it with Assembly House.

Creative Producer Alice Boulton-Breeze described how
Irregular Art Schools was: “transformative for the way we
think about our building, artists, and our future at
Assembly House. Being in a heritage building, with all the
access issues that presents, has often made us feel
defeated, but working with Irregular Art Schools has
shown us what is possible and what we can do, despite
some of the immoveable limitations of the building;
access is so much more than just whether we have stairs
or not. Additionally, it has highlighted the endemic and
unseen bias away from learning disabled artists working
in grassroots spaces. It’s easy to not see this and this
project has really revealed that this is ingrained in a lot of
how these spaces operate.”

15



16'Irregular Art Schools: Unfinished Things' exhibition, Assembly House 2022
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Artists from both studios worked on new artworks during
the collaboration. We decided that it’s ok for artists to
not always show ‘finished things’. We also noticed how
'development' sometimes felt like we should be
constantly progressing, but it's ok to feel 'unfinished' too.
Our collaboration culminated in an exhibition of our
emerging ideas and artworks called ‘This is an Irregular
Art School: Unfinished Things’. In the exhibition,
audiences encountered different examples of how we
had collaborated, supported, and been inspired by each
other and our studio environments. For example, in
response to the studio itself, Alfie produced an access
report of Assembly House studios (frustratingly hidden
away in a series of locked boxes) which later informed
adjustments made to the physical space. Other artists
like Ria and Victor showcased how the collaboration had
been productive for their individual artistic development.

we're
meant to be
unfinished

things
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Pyramid's Irregular Summer School

18

In the summer of 2022, inspired by experiencing new
studio approaches, we organised an intensive week of
studio time at Pyramid which we called our Irregular
Summer School. During this time, artists could come to
the studio and work on their artworks and practice
inspired by the research. 

On reflection, the summer school was an opportunity
for artists to spend dedicated time to prototype new
artworks and lead on their personal development. We
spent lots of time testing techniques and discussing
ideas in progress. Many of the pieces created during
this time went on to be further developed and later
exhibited at the university.

Liam began his painting series during the
summer school. With Jade he developed
colour palettes and tested layouts.



19

This was an early
prototype for Ria's
'The Decider'

Alfie was exploring access plans and
redaction, later overlaid on photographs Victor's list development



School of Fine Art, History of Art
& Cultural Studies (FAHACS)
From its establishment in 1949-50, the School of Fine Art,
History of Art and Cultural Studies at the University of
Leeds has been known for radical and socially engaged
practice and research in the arts. Leeds was the first
English university to offer a Fine Art degree and the first
Professor of Fine Art, Maurice de Saumarez, worked closely
with Herbert Read and Quentin Bell to disrupt and develop
art education. In the late 1980s, TJ Clarke, Fred Orton and
Griselda Pollock, now all recognised internationally for
their foundational work on social and radical 'new'
histories of art, were appointed to teach in the studios.
Over the last 40 years, the School has sought to develop
its world-wide reputation for art and cultural theory and
practice that looks to break down hierarchies and
traditions and question histories.

20



In September 2022 we began our second
collaboration working with staff and students in
the School of Fine Art, History of Art and Cultural
Studies at the University of Leeds. University art
schools play a part in shaping the art canon and
influence how many emerging artists develop
their ideas of critical thinking, ‘quality’, and ‘taste’.  
Does artistic quality and artist development
mean different things in the contrasting contexts
of the inclusive arts and higher education? 

 ‘what’ and ‘how’ workshop
 

We created a mind map in the
studio exploring ‘what’ we

wanted to learn about artist
development in FAHACS and

‘how’ we might find that
information out. Once we did

the initial surfacing of
questions, we sorted them into

themes. This was displayed in
our studio in the Fine Art

building for  people to see and
add to.

With staff and students we began our collaboration with
a ‘what’ and ‘how’ workshop to surface what we wanted
to know and how we might find out. 

21
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We worked with
students to explore
assessment,
admissions, as well
as developing art
for an exhibition in
the School. We were
so grateful for the
time students gave
to the project and
sharing their studio
space for several
months - though
we often preferred
meeting in the
common room! 

22



The Irregular Art School was an art exhibition in
FAHACS which explored inclusive artist development
and showcased the collaboration between Pyramid
artists and undergraduate Fine Art students. 

The exhibition felt like a culmination of learning from
our research, acting like our version of a degree show.
Curated by student Shanelle Bateman, it displayed
new artworks that explored the restrictions of access
in higher education, class, ideal learning
environments, and inflexibility of social care support. 

In the next pages, read or listen to the curator's
introduction and stories from the artists about their
work.

23

oUR 
'dEGREE' 

SHOW 3rd - 24th February 2023 

 THE IRREGULAR
ART SCHOOL
EXHIBITION 
PROJECT SPACE,
SCHOOL OF FINE
ART, HISTORY OF
ART & CULTURAL
STUDIES
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cURATOR'S
iNTRo

nATURE IS IRREGULAR.
lIFE IS IRREGULAR.

pEOPLE ARE IRREGULAR.

It’s time that higher education fits
the people who use it and not the

status quo. If higher education
remains closed off to the many
who cannot access it or do not

feel welcome within it, then there
will always be pools and pools of

untapped creativity. 
 

Working on this project has, first
and foremost, been an

opportunity to work with vibrant
and talented artists and be

exposed to the rainbow of out-of-
the-box thinking that they bring to

the table. 

Shanelle 
Bateman

25

Irregular Art School's 
exhibition curator



Listen to
Shanelle's
message

I have learned that making an
art education more accessible
for people with disabilities can
actually help everyone, not just
those who live with
impairments. 

Who doesn’t want to feel more
welcomed and understood? To
feel that their individual needs
and interests are respected and
fulfilled? To feel that their
potential has been supported 
and unlocked through the
higher education process,
instead of stifled and limited…? 

Irregular Art Schools is a vision
of what that could look like. All of
us stand to lose out if we keep
excluding those who don’t easily
fit into the boxes those who 
came before us created and
this research and the
accompanying exhibition is
proof of that.

sCAN

26



aBOUT THE ARTWORKS
Look at pictures and read or listen to stories about the
artworks from the artists

Liam Hirst, Katie Graham, James Hill
These Barrier Maps were created in 2018 and 2023 by D1
– Liam Hirst and James Hill working with Katie Graham
and in consultation with artists, strategic thinkers, and
care professionals. 

27



Scan the QR code and listen to
the audio version of the text

The first map details the idealised life and
development of an artist, highlighting many
opportunities which are not available to artists
with learning disabilities and autism. Since doing
the map, Pyramid has designed and run several
projects in partnership aimed at addressing
these barriers, including the Irregular Art School. 

28



The second map zooms in on one of the barriers on the
first map around a fear of losing benefits. We explored
the questions, confusions, and anxieties that artists with
learning disabilities and autism face when they begin
to potentially earn money from their artwork or their
involvement in the arts sector. 

It is a subjective map that hopefully captures some of
the confusion that people feel when faced with a range
of different agencies, and the lack of a ‘safe space’ to
ask questions that might affect their benefits, support
plans or tax status. 

29



The map addresses barriers – but producing it was
actually a really positive experience because we realised
that, with every barrier, however large, there was
something that we could do to improve the situation. We
really hope that the Irregular Art School is taking a huge
step towards addressing and disrupting a huge barrier! 

uSE THIS SPACE TO MAKE 
YOUR OWN MAP!

30



Liam Hirst

31

My name is Liam Hirst. I am a 28 year old disabled artist.
I work for equal opportunities for disabled artists in the
arts. I am also the vice chair of the board of trustees for
Pyramid, I help with fundraising and strategic planning
for Pyramid and I am also a member of the Irregular 
Art School.

The art I make is
2D and 3D work
about my own
experiences of my
own life. I mostly
help with
fundraising and
strategic planning
with Pyramid so I
rarely make my
own art and
practice which I
know I should do
more of! 

The art I am showing are quotes of
things and statements of letting people
with disabilities down. I am shining a
light on them to hope and change and
more equal opportunities for disabled
people in the future. 



The inspiration of my work came from my own
struggles in life and the lack of support and
development there is out there for disabled people like
me to develop and make a career for themselves in the
arts. I have enjoyed doing active research to overcome
the challenges faced by people with a disability. 

I have also enjoyed developing my own art practice.
Collaborative engagement and practice will be great
and both beneficial for the university and artists with a
disability but also without a disability because it
develops a co-working space and challenges what’s
best – what we perceive as best art. 

32



Alfie's 
story about
his artwork

33



My name is Alfie Fox. I am 23 and an artist. I do
photography, screen printing, and a lot of different art. I
focus a lot on access or how things are not accessible.
It asks people to think about access and I did the
photography for the standees. I do artwork on access
because I have campaigned a lot for access. I was a
scope for change ambassador, and I am on the youth
Arts Council England board. [What have you enjoyed
about the Irregular Art School?] Finding out how we can
change things like access to education and working
with a lot of different artists. 

Alfie Fox

34
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Ria's
story

Ria
Being involved in the Irregular Art School project has got
me thinking more about the kinds of choices I am given
as a person living in what I, and many other people,
refer to as ‘The System’. When I personally talk about
The System I am looking at it through the point of view
of a care experienced young person who has a learning
disability.  

People can enter into the system in lots of different
ways, usually from a situation that they have no control
over, some are even born into it. During our time spent
with artists at Assembly House I had lots of interesting
chats with Kevin Devonport. He is an artist who makes
work about his lived experiences of living in the prison
system.  



At first it seemed like a very different kind of system to
what I have experienced but actually a lot of things
were very similar… We both felt like The System makes
us feel stuck, trapped and confused as there is no clear
way out. 

Inside The System we are not given clear choices and
options about how we can change our lives for the
better and when we are given them it doesn’t always
feel like people listen. It makes us feel out of control of
control and frustrated. We want ownership over our
own lives. 

36



When you are in The System it can make your world like
a game that you have to try and escape out of, but can
never quite make it to the other side! For this exhibition I
created an interactive art work. 

Although The System tries to look like it’s giving you
choices and options for you to choose from and make
about the future of your life, when it comes to it there’s
always ‘A Decider’ (represented by the dice in my art
work) who actually makes the final decisions and holds
the power. 

This is often people higher up in The System who don’t
know us personally, they just read about what other
people have written about us on a file. Often when we
speak up about the unfairness of The System we are
labelled as trouble makers and having bad behaviours
by the deciders higher up. 

They are trying to silence our voices! Using the printing
studio at the Uni was a really important part of
developing my own creative practice throughout the
project. I have always wanted to explore screen printing
but there aren’t the facilities at Pyramid. 

37
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Step 1: Read through the prints and choose a statement
that you feel is most important to the support you need
in your life at the moment. You can only pick one so
make the right choice! 

Step 2: Flip a big dice to find the number that
corresponds with your chosen statement . 

Step 3: Take a seat on this number, make sure you're
comfy. 

Step 4: Congratulations, you’re stuck with this choice for
the rest of you're life. Stay where you are and don’t try to
move any further. 

39



With the instructions I wanted to try and bring the
viewer into my position during a social care plan
meeting, where I feel like I can only make one demand
about how I want to be treated in my life at a time as it
can be seen as ‘bad behaviour’.  I also want people to
understand how frustrating it is to feel like I don’t have
the final say over my life choices and how when I do
make choices it’s then often really hard to change
something about your life further down the line as
support plans are difficult to get updated and changed! 



lISTEN

Victor
1128 musical genres with 748
musical instruments. I was
exploring these ideas such as
art movements and art
genres, and I thought… expand
on that to show how varied it
could be. 

 

41



But when I checked on Wikipedia it had many, but it
doesn’t cover everything. Funny enough there’s country
rap which is unusual for some people and then we got
cow punk as well. There’s so many electronic music it
just blows my mind – how is that even possible? 

I thought of the list because… so people can see the
extent of it and acknowledge something that they did
not know. So, I figure, I explore these things and hope for
the best in what you do. 

What’s next? I think trying to give you some samples of
what each music genres are like would be my next
steps. So, I thought of 10 different music genres hardly
anyone has heard of. I want people to not just explore
music but create their own music within these
boundaries but also explore beyond that.

[What have you enjoyed most about Irregular Art
Schools?] That it would have an effect on society that
gives change for people who need access and
availability. I hope it helps them but also helps to
empower them to succeed in their interests and find…
what’s the word...their wellbeing and their livelihood. 

42
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The painting project "Do you already think you know
what painting is?" was based on “10+Extend[1]” where
first year Fine Art students and Irregular Art School
participants were given 10 instructions for making 10
paintings over the Christmas period. This project aimed
to allow students to encounter an experimental - non-
assessed - instructional – introduction to painting to
stretch their ideas of what painting is or might be.
 
Painting has been and remains to be the medium of
choice for many art students, throughout an era that
has seen significant changes in image production and
circulation. Painting is no longer synonymous with a flat
picture plane, hung vertically on the gallery wall, but
has opened itself up to other languages, proving itself
to be endlessly agile and with porous borders. Painting
has become charged and revitalised with other life.

So, what is painting now? What kind of support does an
art student require to develop a painting practice? How
is the study of painting as a singular activity explored
and progressed as a multi-layered and loaded
discipline with its historically perceived position and
constraints. 

by Jo McGonigal & Anna Douglas

45

BA Fine Art Students
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How do we maintain student enthusiasm for painting
whilst challenging, developing and stimulating student
ideas beyond the plethora of historical arguments in
order to enhance understanding of paintings other
possibilities?

We know the prior experience of art education for many
of our new students has been through painting as part
of their A-level Art curriculum. Those who have
completed art foundation courses may have had
introductions to other areas of Fine Art such as
sculpture, print, photography or performance. The
challenge for us is how to introduce the students who
already have some understanding of painting to
engage with its recent developments and question its
existing pre-conceptions. We wished to ‘complicate
and pluralise’ what painting is, to encourage students
to produce a different account of painting and see
what conversations emerge. 
 
In this way, by introducing our first year students to
painting's generative dimensions at the beginning of
their studies, we wish to use this exhibition as a space
to refine our approach in how we might teach painting.
By presenting the project outside of curriculum,
students are instilled with a practice-led approach
away from the sometimes constraining examination
conditions and modular organisations. 

47



Here, understandings are realised through ‘doing’,
developing sensuous material approaches that are
both direct and open-ended, and that mitigates
painting's deeply problematic history whilst developing
insight into its expanding future. We hope they may
stimulate some further discussion.

[1] 10+EXTEND”: How Can We Teach Painting to Students Who Already Think They
Know What Painting Is? Teaching Painting, Black Dog Publishing, London UK. Sarah
Horton and Sarah Longworth West

a painting visibly including letters, words, numbers or instructions 
a painting made on a non-art surface (not paper, wood or canvas) 
a painting that is ephemeral 
a painting of an ending 
a painting made with more than one visual language or style 
a painting made of two or more separate components or surfaces 
a painting made with a glitch or interference 
a painting made using one or more non-art substances with at least one
object attached to it. 
a painting made with pressure 
a painting made in which the frame or framing device plays an integral
role and is non-rectangular 

Make these 10 paintings at any scale and in any way: 

48



                                                              and I am a fine
art student at the University of Leeds who is
currently on a work placement with Pyramid. I am
an autistic student with a passion for improving
opportunities for artists of different backgrounds
and abilities.

During my time at Pyramid I worked with the
Ribblehead group on a project that involved
making dioramas. Working with Pyramid inspired
my piece for the Irregular Art School project. Using
my own experiences of working in art spaces
made by (and for) neurotypicals; I wanted to
create a space that would be more accessible
and comfortable for me as an autistic student.

I have enjoyed working on the Irregular Art School
project as it feels like a free and space space to
talk about experiences and come up with
ideas/solutions to real problems that disabled
artists face. So lets make some noise!

Nicole
Guilliam Scan to listen

mY NAME IS nICOLE

49
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                                        in the exhibition is called
‘university should be…’ I was inspired by my time spent
taking part in Irregular Art Schools, meeting the artists
and our discussions on how art school could be
different.

I did a map like illustration that has helped me
understand my own feelings about uni, especially for
me as I am the first in my family to go to university and
have a working-class heritage.

The grids, arrows and roads are symbols that share
how it feels navigating the environment. I think this
illustration is also a bit like a board game, where no one
quite knows the rules.

Molly Newham

Scan to listen

mY ARTWORK

51

I was inspired by the work of Bob
and Roberta Smith and their use
of language and typography,
and it was something we
discussed through Irregular Art
Schools meetings. I chose to use
charcoal and graphite and draw
some of my favourite buildings
on campus.
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Student 
Life3



In this section of the prospectus, you can read
individual stories and reflections from the core Irregular
Art Schools team about their time on the project.

From questioning the idea of a 'masterpiece', exploring
new avenues of creative practice, to reflecting on
relationships and systems, we hope the stories show
the variety of learning and experiences which occurred
during the research.

We have also told our stories using film. Visit our
website to watch!

sTUDENT

sTORIES

EXPLORE
STORIES
FROM OUR
STUDENTS
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vICTOR'S STORY

During my time in the Irregular Art School I have learnt
how art is extremely subjective. It has helped me to
reach for my artistic voice. I evaluated my work (the
lists) by sharing them with people at the exhibition. I felt
proud.

Art is not just about selling paintings, pleasing art critics
& making masterpieces. I am still not sure exactly how
you make a living out of art but I would like to try. Being
a part of Irregular Art Schools has made me think
differently about the things I do in my everyday life, like
making the lists. I know now that anything can be art.
Art is decided by the individual & can have multiple
meanings.

There have been downs to the project too.
Collaborating with other artists & making sure everyone
is committed to an end goal can be frustrating. Gate
keeping within art education, both present & past, can
be a barrier to potential future artists. We have been
finding the problems & working out how to solve them
together. We haven’t addressed all the problems yet
but we can make art around them to try to connect
those things together.
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Irregular Art School is a research task force solving
problems around inclusive art and leading by example.
The Irregular Art School has expanded my curiosity to
try new things, sensing and testing my work, removing
boundaries.

What is next for me? 

I am going to continue experimenting in different types
of mediums – digital art, mixed media, sculpture,
pottery etc. I am working alongside Pyramid Director
James Hill to create the charity's new strategic plan. We
are using the Feynman technique to write it. We want to
make sure that it’s easy for neurodivergent people, and
everyone, to understand.
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What is a masterpiece?
Is it subjective group thinking of any skill?
Is it for competent professionals only?
Is it mastery?
Is there a limit to mastering a skill?
Is it ambition & drive?
Is it critics & ratings?
Who decides what art is?
Does it have a purpose?
Is it extremely narrow minded, limiting, unhelpful and stressful?
Can it make you obsess over your work being perfect?
Is it a process, and a method?
Can it stop you from making anything at all?
Is it a waste of time obsessing over perfection?
Are you putting more material in the bin than you need to?
Does it mean you don’t end up showing your art?
Is it bad for your mental health?
Should it meet a standard or subvert expectation?

wHAT IS A 
mASTERPIECE?
Continuous dialogue about  The Irregular Art School
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lIAM'S STORY

Before the start of Irregular Art School, at Pyramid we
had made a artis journey without Learning Disability
compare to a person with a Learning Disability one of
the biggest areas that we knotted the biggest
difference was the access to higher education and
access to the network that comes with the knowledge
of a fine art degree, the cercal of peers that know how
to write interpretasion panels and the jargen of the art
world. 

This is how the Irregular Art School come about through
a year of monthly meetings and finding out more about
are self and the overall question and the different sub
areas of the overall project. 

During the relationship with Assembly House I started to
play with using words and painting. We went to the
degree show for a look at how a large-scale exhibition
is put to gather. During the trip I got inspired by work by
the student and fancied giving it a go and know that I
would be able to use my own experienses of life with a
disability and autism.
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During the first week of the summer holidays I had three
days at Pyramid where we just made art. This was the
first time for a while that I had made art and having fun
just playing with my ideas. In the August of 2022 we had
our first sharing of work and learnings we had made
during the relationship with Assembly House. 

In the September of 2022 we moved to the School of
Fine Art this is when we started to plan and do the
second Barriers Map: this one looked at the barriers of
disabled people having access to universities and
getting paid as artists. As well, we had chats with
students, student support, and Admissions to work out
what the barriers are.

59

Li
am

 H
ir

st
 in

 P
yr

am
id

 s
tu

d
io

s 
20

22



In the time I spent at the School of Fine Art I made more
paintings and talked to students about my work, they
really enjoyed it and was interested where I got my ideas
form. We got a painting challenge and one of them were
to paint using words. When we were at the School of Fine
Art in one of the sessions I said as a joke that I was going
to get a chair and chain myself to it and say that I am
not leaving until there is an accessible art degree. For a
long time I have known that the government have been
letting people with a disability down by not investing in
the Education system which includes higher education.

In February 2023 we did are final sharing of work and
learning the students at the Fine Art school picked two
pieces of my work to put up on the wall with their works.
This made me feel happy and proud that the students
saw me for my work and that my disability didn’t matter.

"i AM NOT
LEAVING UNTIL

THERE'S AN
ACCESSIBLE

FINE ART
DEGREE!"
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aLICE'S STORY

At the start of the Irregular Art School project we
identified the barriers that stop artists with learning
disabilities from achieving their creative goals &
developing their practice. It felt overwhelming, there are
so many hidden systems within our society that make it
difficult for artists, especially artists with learning
disabilities, to have artistic freedom.

Then collectively we started to figure out ways of
breaking down these barriers which felt great, but now
coming to the end of this chapter of the Irregular Art
School I think that actually breaking down barriers is
just the beginning. 

What happens on the other side of the barriers is just
as, if not more, important than getting over them.

We need to make sure that there are ways of
structuring person-centered sustainable flexible
support systems for artists with learning disabilities to
continue to develop their creative practice in whatever
way they want. To create this type of tailored support in
a meaningful way more money is needed to fund it,
through social care & through private funding bodies.
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As a society we need to put a higher value on people
who have different life experiences and who bring their
own unique perspective on the world. To encourage
people to do this we need to make space & time for
them to tell their stories in safe environments. If, like the
artists we support at Pyramid, people choose to express
their stories through the making of art then that art also
needs to be valued as a non-traditional form of
communication.

The Irregular Art School has made me realise that it's ok
for things to be complex, muddy and a little bit messy,
as long as we have an awareness of things that need to
change, other people to have open, honest
conversations with around solutions and an action plan
(no matter how small) of how to change those things,
we can continue to make the (art) world a more
inclusive place for everyone.

P.s I would like to say a big thank you Jade for
asking me to be involved with the project.
Working for a small charity it can often be

very hard (basically impossible actually) to
carve out time to reflect on everything that

we do here at Pyramid and to think about the
BIG questions that drive us forward. This
project has given me that time & I will be

forever grateful.60



rIA'S sTORY

I collaborated with artist Kevin from Assembly House to
learn how to do realist drawings. We worked together in
his studio space. We started with graphs lines and
measured things out. We focused on photographs of
objects like Madlug bag, hand cuffs, keys and locks.
Things to do with justice and care system. We talked a
lot about our personal experiences of different systems
and we found that they are similar.
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It was good to be able
to talk to someone with
a shared experience of
the care & justice
system. We agreed that
the systems are a
mess, collapsing into
pieces of a society in
the 21st century.



Working in Kevin’s studio space made me realise how
much I would like my own individual space at the
Pyramid studio. I started to have more conversations
and make plans with Pyramid Director James about
how members could have more access to the Pyramid
studio in the future. Things like having keys, having our
own space so that we can leave our art work up and
having someone to help at the studio on weekends so
that we can go at different times if we want to.

We went to the Explorers event at Tate Liverpool. We
talked to people about ‘’Not Another Bloody
Assessment’’ and we explained to other artist
professionals how hard it was to go through lots of
assessments when we have a disability and how it feels
having care plans around us all the time. We asked
‘How would ‘’normal people’’ feel if they had to have
assessment on them all the time?’ I listened and talked
to people about their answers and we all made
placards together. I like being an advocate for people
similar to me.

I had chance to do some screen printing at Leeds
University when I was making my art for the Irregular Art
School exhibition and I learnt how to use the different
equipment in the printing studio. It was good having
specialist equipment & 1:1 support from print tutor Ellen.
We don’t have all this equipment at Pyramid which
means I can’t always do everything I want to do. I have
recently signed up as a member at the Leeds Print
Workshop and I will be starting to go there to make new
work with my Pyramid support artist soon. 64



I spent a lot of time writing up the story of my ‘The
Decider’ art work for the Irregular Art School exhibition
(you can find this in the degree show section) and I
talked to people about my work at the Irregular Art
School Open Days. This was hard but it made me more
feel confident talking about my art, being an advocate
and being an artist. I have just been given some
funding by Leeds 2023 to make new work which focuses
on the integration of disabled people into communities.
This will be exhibited at Leeds Industrial Museum at
Armley Mills in September 2023.
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jADE'S STORY

Irregular Art Schools has been a project of mantras,
slogans, and catchphrases. Early in the research, partly
as a way of documenting, partly a way of percolating, I
began creating text-based posters of my thoughts and
conversations. These were exhibited and distributed in
both exhibitions. It was a joy to see them appear, as if
by magic, lining corridors and offices across Leeds.

One mantra which has come to encapsulate my
Irregular Art Schools experience, as well as being an
action researcher and artist facilitator more broadly, is
'the map is not the territory'. Coined by Alfred Korzybski,
he used it to convey the fact that people often confuse
models of reality with reality itself. 

The map 
is not the
territory

What I like about action
research and artist
facilitation, is both require
contextual in-the-moment
doing and thinking. A
willingness to abandon the
map, the model, the plan,
for something emerging
and unforeseen, but often
more productive and
meaningful.



For me, 'the map is not the territory' gained ever more
resonance as the project progressed. I observed and
lived it in so many meetings and circular exchanges: the
inevitable moment where the rubber of 'the system' or
‘map’ hits the road of people's real, everyday lives. This
moment seemed to happen over and over. Whether it's
an artist's inflexible care plan which never quite meshed
with the messy reality of what it means to be an artist.
Ideals of ‘development’ which all too often were narrow
and linear. Or, trudging through murky processes set by
universities, HMRC, and other bodies for answers, which
equally never quite applied to the intricacy of human life.

And so, this is my learning as a student enrolled in the
Irregular Art School. Prior to this experience, I often found
myself framing the challenge as such: there are
incredibly knotty systems which are too dense and
complex for learning disabled people and their
supporters to navigate. These need to be made
accessible and more useable for change to happen. But
Irregular Art Schools has enabled me to revisit this logic.

The lives of learning disabled people are anything but
simple. They live complexity. I have therefore begun to
wonder whether issues actually arise in the converse:
when generic systems are enforced onto complex and
nuanced ways of being. In other words, we need to not
just focus on making systems and processes
uncomplicated (though sometimes that would help!)
but ensure that they allow for gloriously real, complex,
and ever changing ‘irregular’ lives. 
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jAMES' STORY

I was so excited when we were first introduced to Jade,
a long while ago now. Our first Barrier Map was still
quite new at the time, and of all the barriers on it,
access to higher education was probably the most
significant and impactful. Going to University creates so
many opportunities for people, not just in relation to
technical and academic skills learnt, but around softer
social things like having a social group to go to
exhibitions with, or create exhibitions with, and having
peer groups who will come to shows and can talk the
critical language of art. It was also one of the barriers
where we as Pyramid felt most on the periphery – only
able to shout from the sidelines rather than make any
real change.

Three years (it might be more!) down the line I feel like
we the students of the Irregular Art School have
collectively stood together right inside the institution
that is the University of Leeds and have made our cases
and spoken to decision makers, academics, and
students, in a highly highly impactful way. 
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We have done this not just by stamping our feet and
complaining about how unfair the system is (although
there has been a bit of that, quite rightfully), we have
also done this by making sensible, thoughtful practical
suggestions for change and by actually modelling what
that change might look like by being, and working, in
the spaces of the University. Most importantly, we have
made some really beautiful, really strong, really thought
provoking artwork that has had a huge impact on
students and academics alike.

Similarly, in working with Assembly House our artists
have seen the potential for being in a space that is led
by a passionate group of artists, peers and friends
working together to make the best use of a space. It
has changed what they now expect from Pyramid. One
of my over-riding early memories of the Irregular Art
School is of the highly respectful and professional way
that Assembly House artists welcomed and worked with
our artists from the start. It’s been really great to see
those working relationships in some cases continuing
on beyond the project.
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I come away from this project thinking most about the
power of WORDS WORDS WORDS. There’s a sort of very
shallow assumption around people with learning
disabilities accessing higher education that goes ‘if
they can’t read or write, how are they ever going to...?’
and yet this project has been full of words. ‘THE SYSTEM
IS LIKE A JIGSAW PUZZLE’, ‘I’M NOT LEAVING’, ‘Good –
corridor – in way’ and of course the thousands of words
of Victor’s lists spilling from the walls. 

Our ‘Degree Show’ was full of words. And our artists
have, as you can see throughout this publication, used
their own words to articulate many many sensitive,
thoughtful, positive responses to the challenges and
opportunities that they have seen through this project.

Like Jade, I have loved the fact that people in general,
and artists at Pyramid have taken Jade’s poster and
used it to decorate so many different places – so now I
see THIS IS AN IRREGULAR ART SCHOOL at Pyramid (the
office and the project space), the University, Assembly
House. It really makes me feel that lots of different
places can play their part by becoming a little more
irregular, and that there is a lot of collective will for the
change that we still need to make.

I am so very very proud of this project and of everyone
involved. I cannot wait to see what happens next.
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kATIE'S STORY

During my time as part of the Irregular Art School I have
learned much about art and the potential art has to
expose not only what exists but also what might be
possible. Art can be exciting, frightening, often exclusive
but also offers an open and accessible way to
communicate ideas and experiences through a variety
of forms and a range of creative practices. The Irregular
Art School has been a journey of learning, challenge
and opportunities. 

I came to the Irregular Art School as an outsider to art
(and learned about outsider art amongst other
movements at the school), but with a sense of
frustration with social care. Its many challenges are well
known to anyone who has been involved in a Care Act
assessment, come up against the benefit system, tried
to make use of the opportunities of personalisation and
personalised funding - but also I also came with a
sense of optimism that there are ways to make a
complex system work better and create diverse
opportunities rather than a long list of limits on life and
life choices.
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The work of artists at the school has been a constant
source of critique and challenge of these systems
which are intended to support, but are experienced as
inflexible, unimaginative and restrictive as Ria’s ‘The
Decider’ work so clearly articulates: ‘make sure you are
comfy… stay where you are and don’t try to move any
further’. The experience of assessment and support in a
social care context can be in stark contrast to the
rhetoric of social care which claims a commitment to
personal choice, personal development and wellbeing
encapsulating the range of life and the reality of a
system that is sustained through a dependency on
‘safe’ and stable (meaning inflexible and static)
support structures and arrangements. These systems
trap people who use social care support, but also those
working in social care and we can feel we can lack the
agency and creative space to be innovative in our
practice.  

Artwork by Ria 2023
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Whilst we are living in the context of serious
underfunding of social care, we explored how social
care is only a small part of the picture. The Irregular Art
School work has exposed the complex and confusing
picture as depicted in the ‘Barriers Map’. 

This complex picture includes education from school to
university, getting paid work alongside receiving the
right benefits, living in the right place and with the right
support. Some of these feel like impenetrable systems,
however throughout our conversations others have
become more visible, knowable, but no less complex. 

The work of artists at the Irregular Art School has the
capacity to open up conversations and bring people
together into a conversation that challenges, but
approaches these challenges with an appreciation of
the many different perspectives, limits and
opportunities we face in social care and the world of
art. 

The Irregular Art School has created spaces in the
places where learning disabled people have been told
they should not be and the works are a call to action -
let's be creative with the opportunities we have and
look beyond what seems possible now - to call on Ria’s
work lets not call it a dream, let's make plans!
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aLFIE'S STORY

At the start of the project I wasn’t sure about being in a
group or going to new places like art galleries, a
university and trains. Now, I feel more confident to work
with new and lots of people. I collaborated with Assembly
House artist Michael on a photography project where we
used different cameras and learnt how to develop our
own film in the dark room at The Art House in Wakefield.

When I was at the Assembly House I did an access audit
looking at how lack of access can stop disabled artists
accessing art studios. I exhibited it in a locked box that
people had to figure out how they could access the
report. I also used the photography studio at the
university where I took artists pictures to make into
standees. I saw how a background works and lighting. I
also looked at access at the university, I looked at the
stairs and the lift and ramp. We had an exhibition of our
work at the University and I recorded my voice talking
about my work. I have never been confident enough to
do this before but I did it and was proud of myself. Other
artists at Pyramid also saw my standees from the
exhibition and they inspired them to make their own!

I went to the Tate Liverpool to do a workshop with Project
Art Works. I took a lot of photographs, it was very busy
and I was confident to walk around and photograph.
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About half way through the Irregular Art School I got
funding from Arts Council England for my Access Cloaks
project. This project is about disabled people having
access to art and artistic places. I am teaching at three
special schools and one Pyramid group how to
monoprint and we will sew hundreds of their monoprints
together to make giant cloaks.  The cloaks will hang on
Carriageworks, Armley Industrial Museum, Leeds City
Museum, Hyde Park Picture House, and will help the
people of Leeds think about access and inclusion.
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It means that I have to work in schools, with groups.
I am working with school children of different ages
(post 16 and Fireflies ages 6-10) at SILC schools across
Leeds. By going into schools, the groups get to see me,
a disabled artist, speaking in front of the whole class,
demonstrating, giving instructions and passing on my
knowledge and skills. As part of my Access Cloaks
project, I decided to continue my collaboration with
Michael from Assembly House. I commissioned Michael
to film, photograph, and edit the documentation. I have
been working together with Michael to edit the films at
the Pyramid Studio. He brings me pre-edited films and I
am the producer, giving my thoughts. Michael is now
also a Pyramid artist & he works 1:1 with me in the studio
sometimes.
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Money Selling work, making work

Exhibiting Having people see my work

Inspiring  like with the standees and having confidence to start speaking to
lots of people because of my art and giving me confidence to speak to Arts
Council England about what I learned and about access for people with
disabilities

Sharing knowledge  Access Cloaks project teaching children to do mono
printing . I became a member of the youth arts council board around the
same time as starting the Irregular art school and my role on the youth
board was to tell arts council they needed easy reads for people with
learning disabilities to apply to the Arts Council England

wHAT DOES IT
MEAN TO BE A
'PROFESSIONAL'
ARTIST?
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During the project we have worked in, and visited,
different places to help us think about professional
development in the arts. This has included different
artist studios, arts organisations, and technical spaces.
But a challenge that some of our artists faced is
accessibility to and around these spaces. Even
buildings which claim to be accessible aren't always
and this is reflected in some of the artist's practice. The
artworks in this section were created by Alfie Fox. They
depict different buildings from the project with excerpts
of access plans overlaid.

tHE cAMPUS
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Photography by Alfie Fox
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gETTING sUPPORT

We are irregular, our support 
needs to be irregular. 

We need
straight
answers

Social care support is often
difficult to get and when you
get support it is inflexible and
restrictive. We need personal
support that is creative,
flexible and responsive. The
social care system is complex
and confusing - during the
project we have tried to
understand how it works and
how it can work better to
support people to be artists. 

Scan to listen to Katie
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As part of our research we worked with social care
sector professionals in the region, like commissioners,
social workers and support staff, to work towards better
connections between social care, learning disabled
artists and arts organisations. To do this, we ran
workshops and attended social care away days and
manager meetings.

Workshops & conversations
In one workshop with social care professionals, Pyramid
artists Alfie and Liam shared their creative practices and
what drives them to be artists. We then made a piece of
artwork together in the studio and discussed what it
means to have an artist identity. We found that there
was a difference with how art is described. Historically, in
social care settings, ‘art’ has been seen as a social and
therapeutic activity and we had some interesting
discussions about a shift in thinking of art as part of our
identity, as a part of who we are, and as a potential
career.

"bEING AN
ARTIST

SHOULD BE
ON MY

PASSPORT!"89



Following the workshops we continued to have
discussions with social care professionals from Leeds City
Council. They helped us to understand more about the
complex system of social care commissioning and the
social care landscape from assessment, support
planning, outcomes and the importance of community
assets. These discussions helped us to develop our
second Barriers Map (2023) and to think about
conceptualisations of value, personal and professional
development as an artist and how we can build the right
relationships to create the potential for more flexible
approaches to support. We feel that these discussions
and relationships across the art and social care worlds
are an important starting point for future work looking for
practical ways to create flexibility in social care support
systems to help create the environments where creativity
can flourish. Thank you to everyone who took the time to
speak with us and we hope to work with you again in the
future. 
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reimagining
aDMISSIONS

2024
Now Open For Applications

Where you grew up
What your parents do
If you have qualifications
How you communicate
What support you need

Come and learn with us!

It doesn't matter:

Registration Open Now!

100%

APPLICANTS
ACCEPTED

of

NO qualifications
needed here!
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 Tell us why you'd like to join in any format you like (audio,
film, written etc). That's it. We only ask prospective

students to reflect on why they wish to enroll.

hOW TO APPLY TO THE 

iRREGULAR aRT sCHOOL

uSE THIS SPACE TO DOODLE OR MAKE 
NOTES ABOUT WHY YOU WANT TO JOIN!
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hOW YOU'RE ASSESSED

What are all the ways
you’ve been assessed in

your life? How did it make
you feel?

Between October 2022 - February
2023, we collaborated with the
School of Fine Art, History of Art
and Cultural Studies at the
University of Leeds and explored
what it means to develop as
artists within a university with
staff and students.
 
Assessment came up
consistently as an area to
explore: sometimes it can be
extremely productive and
rewarding and other times
confusing or even harmful.

Assessment became 
an important topic in our
research
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We then were invited invited by Project Art Works to
facilitate a workshop at EXPLORERS run in partnership
with Tate Liverpool. EXPLORERS is a two-year national
project running from 2021–2023 and aims to open routes
into artistic practice for neurominorities, dismantling
attitudinal and systemic barriers to representation and
rights in art and society. 

We developed a workshop called ‘Not Another Bloody
Assessment!’ and tested it first with staff and students in
FAHACS. In the workshop, we invited people to reflect on
past experiences of being assessed. We then asked
people to reimagine their ideal assessment approaches
by creating mini protest signs. 

What are all the ways you’ve been assessed in your life? How did
it make you feel? How should you be assessed in the future? 

96



Not another bloody
assessment!!!

sCAN

Read our full article on inclusive
assessment in the arts by
scanning the QR code or visiting:

 

https://universityofleeds.medium.com/we-
need-to-rethink-assessment-to-make-
the-arts-more-inclusive-b77405b2a8d0
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Peer review is considered an important part of doing
research. It’s a type of evaluation where people with
similar expertise review a piece of work before it's
published. However, peer review does not always
include learning disabled people easily. It can be very
wordy and inaccessible and often aren’t led by learning
disabled researchers themselves.

We decided to think about what peer review might
mean to us and imagine how we might do these more
inclusively. We worked with academics from the School
of Fine Art, History of Art and Cultural Studies at the
University of Leeds to explore and evaluate existing peer
review processes to see what did and didn’t work for us.

pEER REVIEW

"wHO IS THE
PEER IN

PEER
REVIEW?" SCAN FOR REFLECTIONS

OR VISIT WEBSITE
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cALLs TO ACTION!
BY D1

D1 are Liam Hirst and James Hill. We work together every Friday
looking at fundraising and strategic development for Pyramid.

We’ve often thought in terms of BARRIERS, including the
Barrier Maps that we made at the School of Fine Art
exhibition. This makes us sound like miserable gits but
we actually think of this as a positive process – for all
the barriers that we identify, there is always something
that we and Pyramid can do to improve the situation. 

Some of those things are easy internal things that we
can change – like making our publications clearer.
Many of them are large, complex, systemic changes –
‘wicked problems’ – that Pyramid would only be able to
tackle in partnership with other organisations. That isn’t
going to stop us trying, though! 

During the Irregular Art School project we have
identified some particular barriers, and this is a CALL
TO ACTION! If you are a researcher, a funder, a care
professional, or in any way interested in tackling the
following barriers, get in touch with
james@pyramid.org.uk. We want to work in
partnership to resolve and demolish these barriers.

LIAM & JAMES
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What is the problem? 
Earning money from selling work in the arts or working
as an arts professional may impact on an individual’s
benefits or tax status. Individuals and organisations are
very unclear who they can or should ask for advice
about this. There is money out there to pay artists with
learning disabilities, but it is being blocked from getting
to them because of this worry and lack of clarity.

1. What is the impact on artists with learning
disabilities if they get paid for their work?

Scared 
to 'rock 
the boat'

What might be the solution? 
We could explore running an annual
advice surgery in Leeds with
representatives from Leeds City
Council, the Department of Work and
Pensions, HMRC, and Citizen’s Advice,
which would be a safe space for both
potential employees and employers
to ask general questions or to ask for
advice without fear of consequences.
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What is the problem? 
People with learning disabilities are granted the support
to ‘do art’ only at a specific place and time each week.
This really impacts on their ability to ‘be an artist’
throughout the week. How can they network, talk to
other artists, develop ideas, spend time on their own
projects, or even visit galleries or go to events?

What is the solution?
Arts organisations could provide supported inclusive
studio space that was open all week for people to come
and go as they please, but this would rely on a more
flexible system of support from social care. There is
certainly a will to do this but it is a bit ‘chicken & egg’. If
the services aren’t there – then no one will ask for the
support. We could model a more flexible studio space
as a trial, working with social care professionals who
could trial a more flexible support package and at the
very least, test for demand.

2. Care plans and arts provision for learning
disabled people are often too rigidly
structured so that they can only ‘do art’ in a
specific space and time frame.
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What is the problem? 
Application and assessment processes (whether
marking at school, passing exams, applying for
University or a job, applying for arts funding) still rely
way too heavily on an assumption of literacy and
numeracy skills, and often are fiercely competitive on
the basis of how well an application is written.

What is the solution?
The arts are actually really well-placed to tackle this,
because if you want to assess or mark an artist – you
could look at their artwork!!! And producing artwork
doesn’t rely on literacy or numeracy skills!!! A pilot
project where one set of dummy applications was
assessed using three different methods and then the
results were compared for learnings would not be too
expensive for a funder to run, would it? We would love to
take part!

3. Application and assessments rely too
much on the written word.
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What is the problem? 
We think most people know that there is a ‘value’ to
people being involved in the arts. But when you have a
learning disability and need to apply for state support
to get involved, you are expected to be able to prove
what that value is. 

But, a social care funder might think that value means
‘value for money’ (i.e cheap). In contrast, an arts funder
might think that value means the money you can sell
your work for. A GP might think value means health
outcomes. It is hard to make the case for financial
support based on the 'value' of your work, when there
are so many different definitions of it. 

Do organisations like local authorities or universities
‘value’ artists with learning disabilities? Yes, they do! But
what do they mean when they say that they value
them?

4. How do you prove the value of what you do
when there are so many different meanings
of the word ‘value’?
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What is the solution?
How about a research project that collates information
from different organisations and funders about the
different outcome measures that they collect for
themselves, and are asked to collect for other people? 

Could we do an honest mapping exercise where
organisations talk about how often they have to report
on outcomes that are different or outside their own
objectives? Could we collectively come up with a
consistent set of metrics for collecting our data, making
it easier for organisations and individual artists to
demonstrate the value of their work, across different
sectors and to different funders?

Value?

Value?
value?

Value?
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sTAYING 

iN touch

sCAN

The Irregular Art Schools website
is an archive of the project. It
platforms all of the films, articles,
reflections and research
documentation as well as
information about the artists.

Visit Our Website
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Email Jade French, Principal Investigator:
j.french2@leeds.ac.uk

www.irregularartschools.org 
or scan the QR code.




