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Aled Davies: 
Introduction in Welsh
Hello and welcome to staff, students, and members of the public, here to Wrexhamn University. My name is Aled Davies and I work here, at the university, as a senior administrator within the Civic Mission Team. We work internally within the university and externally within communities in Wrexham and across North Wales, with the ultimate aim to end social inequality. If you’ve not already visited our stand in the front, please do so, we’d love to chat with you. This lecture will be delivered in English, however during the Q&A there will be options for Welsh speakers to ask questions in Welsh. I will now hand you over to Professor Alec Shepley who will Chair tonight’s lecture and introduce our speaker, Dr Grace Thomas. Thank you very much.
Professor Alec Shepley: Diolch yn fawr iawn Aled, croeso pawb – welcome staff, students, and members of the public to Wrexhamn University. As you already know, my name is Alec Shepley, I am a Professor in the Faculty of Arts, Computing and Engineering. I base myself in the Wrexham School of Art because that’s my background. I am the Associate Dean for Research as well, in the faculty. So, this is the third one, or the second or third one of an annual programme of lectures, the next one being February 4th. The lectures are about one way of engaging with our public and disseminating the research that comes out of academic and professional services departments within the University, to let the public know about the kind of work we are doing and how it might relate to them in their worlds. It’s a real pleasure to be introducing this one, but before I get into that, a bit of housekeeping. We are not expecting a fire alarm, so in the event of a fire alarm please make your way to the nearest fire exit and members of the Research Office will escort everyone to the assembly point 8, which is in the car park. The fire exits are, I won’t do the cabin crew, but they are back there and either side. 
So, I want to introduce Grace, now Grace is a Senior Research Fellow in Arts Engagement at Wrexham University, and she is Artistic Director at Word for Word Arts. Her PhD focused on the intersection of the Me Too movement and verbatim theatre, which led to a socially minded methodology within her final doctoral thesis. She’s experienced in leading arts engagement projects on invisible disabilities, community trauma and social mobility. Her current research centres on accessibility in the arts for disabled people using creative methods and practices to promote social justices. She draws on forums with disabled arts groups in Wrexham, held early in 2025. She says local people’s disabled experiences, perspectives and barriers to engaging with the arts, using creative techniques to challenge assumptions about disability and explore what true inclusivity in the arts actually means. Her work highlights the benefits of accessibility for communities and the arts sector, encouraging the public to re-think preconceived ideas. So, I would like to welcome Grace to start her lecture.
Dr Grace Thomas: Hello, everyone. Thank you so much for coming. Everyone hear me okay? Brill. Well, thank you so much. Well, I was going to introduce myself, but Alec has done an excellent job at that, but I am Dr Grace Thomas, thank you so much for coming to Access all Areas: Disability in the Arts - exploring accessibility to the arts for disabled people in Wrexham. 

So, as Alec has just beautifully explained, these are some of my areas of research: community engagement, inclusion, health and trauma, always using various art disciplines which really vary depending on the projects. Now, before I stuff, just a small caveat. All the terminology used this evening, such as disabled person, is under advisement from Disability Wales. There is a lot of discussion about the right wording for some things. We were lucky in February to host the Learned Society of Wales' (LSW) Expert Forum on Disability in Wales as well. LSW gave a fantastic presentation and their advice/ presentation on correct wording is what this is based on. 
This evening, what we're going to be talking about, so we're going to look at defining accessibility and what we mean by that word, and then the social model of disability, reframing how we look at disability health inequalities, what pre-conceived notions we might have about disability, and then I'm going to share some of the research that I've been doing locally from recent forums in the community with disabled people talking about arts accessibility. Then share some plans for the future and what the next steps are and hopefully we'll have time for a Q&A, if I stick to time, Jayne’s got a five-minute sign ready for me. 
Before the talk started while you were all hopefully enjoying the free food, which is lovely, we gave you a piece of paper to write down what you think of in terms of accessibility, what does that word mean? It wasn't a test, nobody’s going to get in trouble if they’ve got it wrong. Actually, it’s more useful for me in terms of my research to see what people's perspectives are. So, I have box so we can have a look at some of them, maybe not all of them. Feels like I’m doing a raffle. Right so we're going to just have a look. So, somebody’s put large print, absolutely, very very good point.  Freedom to access buildings and systems, great, these are all very good answers you all get a star. Someone had received a large grant to employ a consultant to advise a disabled person what adaptions they need. Very varied responses. Wheelchairs, ramps, difficulties and disappointment. Very varied and I look forward to reading all of these before we get rid of them. It does show varied kind of answers in terms of logistics and then there is some emotion in there as well, so I think it's fair to probably assume that there's a range of lived experiences and knowledge in terms of accessibility. I think that often comes from lived experience and the opportunity to learn about these topics. 
No one in this room is ignorant on disability, otherwise you probably wouldn’t come to this sort of event. There are people, unfortunately, that have very negative views about inclusion and diversity, and that is a growing challenge and a growing topic that we need to face, but for the large majority of people, it's lack of access to awareness. This is from the National Centre on Accessible Education Materials in terms of defining accessibility. Defining accessibility is a big topic, there is a lot of discussion of published a lot of materials on it, but this, I thought, was a really good way of defining what we mean by accessibility. So, if something is accessible, a person with a disability can acquire the same information, engage in the same interactions, enjoy the same services in an equally effective, equally integrated manner with substantially equivalent ease of use as a person without a disability. And what key thing is, is that I feel accessibility isn’t a sliding scale, it's a binary. If it’s not completely accessible, it's not accessible at all. This definition leads me to one thing we’re going to talk about today, which is the social model of disability. Has anyone in here heard of this? I know you have; you’re cheating. So, this is not a new concept, but it’s one that’s becoming more and more popular is being used by a lot more disability charities, Disability Wales included, Disability Arts Cymru, and it's very much about challenging the historically used medical model of disability and how we think about disability.
The medical model is very much focussed on rehabilitation, it is seeing health conditions or impairments as a problem that need to be fixed. The disability is ultimately a disadvantage, and this can lead to a lot of internalised negative thoughts about yourself if you have a disability, it can lead to microaggressions from people round you, and that is something that we're trying to change with this social model. So, the social model of disability sees that the label of disability is imposed on individuals because of society. If everything was accessible, nobody would be disabled, people have this imposed on them through their environments, whether it's barriers from society's attitudes, actual policies and procedures, or just the construction of facilities and resources, which is a lot of what people have shared on here. That is now how we're trying to frame how we think about disability in research, in activism, in charity work, and what we want to aim for really in society.
Another discussion point in disability studies and activism is challenging people's perception of disability. Now, on these pictures there’s somebody in a wheelchair and on disabled toilets quite often that's the image that we see as well, but I think we can all say that we are confident in fact that a disabled person doesn’t look one particular way and disability is very varied. So, what does disability look like? Well, to briefly make my point here's a photo from my wedding day in May. Don’t we scrub up well. Me, my husband and my two children, this took the whole team okay, so, yeah, credit where credit's due. Now, the reason I show you this is because 50% of the people in this photo are legally, by the government, classed as disabled. Which one, which half? A few people are looking for clues. The truth is is that you can't tell. You shouldn't jump to conclusions. There is growing animosity within media, public rhetoric, political rhetoric, about invisible disabilities, particularly mental health and neurodiversity. We really need to challenge through the activism and the research that we're doing here in Wrexham. 
Now, I want to do a quick exercise. You've all been given a prop. I'm going to give you some examples of things that person may say to somebody with a disability. Some of these are from forms I'm going to talk about, and that was shared by people that participated in forums. Some of them are things that I have heard. Again, this is not to catch anybody out, there isn't necessarily always a right or wrong. Every disabled person’s level of comfort or discomfort or how they like things to be worded is very different, as people we are not a monolith, okay. This is just to have a conversation about how we approach talking about disability, particularly if you yourself don’t have that lived experience. 
So, ‘You do really well, I wouldn't have thought you were disabled’ - if you think that's okay to say, hold up the tick or the green, if you don’t put up the red. Ooh, that is unanimous. Now, this would be very well intentioned, I don’t think people would necessarily mean this to be nasty unless they’re very passive aggressive. But would anyone like to share any thoughts as to why they put their car up, why they gave their answer? No, that’s fine.
Audience member: I was just reading something today, I can’t think what the term was, were someone was sort of talking about, there was a term for when people are sympathetic, within a way that is actually very limiting.  There's a term for it and I can't remember it. Its not just with disability, it’s with all sorts of things.
Dr Grace Thomas: Absolutely. 
Audience member: They might take it the wrong way, a misunderstanding that might affect their self-esteem more.
Dr Grace Thomas: Absolutely. It's also just this idea of people with disabilities don't do well. You do really well, hum, what are we trying to say.
‘I think we're all on the spectrum to some extent’ -now I’ve said this myself, yes. More mixed, yes this was a tricky one, and it is a fair point that we, you know, we all can try and understand that conditions like autism are not a binary, they are a spectrum. And to understand the stereotype of a nonverbal and autistic person can’t look you in the eye, doesn't represent all people on that spectrum. But then there is the people that might find this is diminishing what they have to cope with and the challenges that they face on a day-to-day basis as well.
‘I'm sure it'll be fine, everywhere is more inclusive nowadays’ – oh he doesn’t know, I’m not trying to trick you I promise. So, everyone's okay. So again, arguably in comparison to generations passed is more inclusive, but we've still got a long way to go and as I'm going to share with you, this is one of the quotes from the forum as well, as I'm going to share with you, there are things that we might think in 2025 are no longer an issue, that absolutely are and is not consistent. That's where the anxiety comes from that this person will be trying to reassure, there isn’t consistency in terms of how accessibility in various ways is implemented.
‘I don't know how you do it!’ - more mixed, more mixed, more mixed. My response when people say that to me is ‘I have to do it’. Again, I think it’s appreciation, it’s admiration for people that can overcome challenges, but at the same time it could be, this is the thing, there isn’t necessarily, I mean, there are some things we definitely shouldn't be saying, but I do feel that there are maybe some grey areas or points of discussion in terms of how we approach these topics.
‘You're so resilient, look at what you've achieved’ Hmm, that's really interesting. So, I’ve had this said to me and I did have a cry, no, because it is kind of similar to the ‘I don’t know how you do it’, well I just have to crack on with it sort of thing and do the best I can. But at the same time, it's nice to have those things acknowledged as well. Actually, it does take a fair amount of resilience for me to do A, B and C comparative to someone that doesn't have the same challenges.
‘You should watch this film/TV show, it has someone with your condition in it’ – I have had this said to me. That’s a unanimous one. Yes, absolutely. If you are sort of similar to me and have something like obsessive compulsive disorder, do you then want to go home after being afraid that all food is going to kill you throughout your working day and watch Nicolas Cage pretend to be somebody that has the same thing. The answer is probably no, I don't want to think about it, but also, you want good representation so it depends doesn't it, depends how is being approached. It depends who is writing these TV shows and films, depends who's acting in them. I mean, personally, I don’t know if anyone knows that TV show Monk, but I would just like to say that obsessive compulsive does not mean you want everything in a Ziploc bag. Okay, it does for some people, but it's a lot more complicated, so somebody might watch something and go ‘I really relate to that’, ‘I really see myself reflected in that’ and other people might see that as a harmful stereotype. Who's round the creative table when these things are being conceived, produced, written filmed, cast etc…
My personal favourite, ‘Have you tried yoga?’ – or have you tried bee proplis, have you tried taking this vitamin or this supplement. What we think? That was an easy one. So again, I think the intention there is really really good, but if you asked me to do yoga, you’re going to be calling an ambulance in the next five minutes and nobody wants that. Often people genuinely want to help, maybe they don’t know what to say, they want to be supportive, so they try and offer something to you as if you’ve never been into Holland & Barrett before in your life or considered looking up a Pilates class or a yoga class or whatever they advise. 
So, this may seem, because it is, a difficult area to navigate, and I don't think that many people are expecting everybody to never get it wrong. The issue is when accessibility and inclusion becomes an afterthought. Actually, it's ok to have those conversations and say ‘well, how would you want me to word things’ or ‘how can I support you?’ or to go ‘what issue is there with how I worded that, what’s your perspective on what I just said’, rather than feel kind of ‘I don’t know what to say’. 
Now we're going to talk specifically about the research that I've been undertaking here, and I'll explain the starting point of where that came from, you can all put your props away, thank you so much for taking part you all did very well. The origins of the project I've been working on was a report published in November 21st by On The Move, that was commissioned by the British Council. The report was entitled Time to Act, and it focussed on arts engagement of disabled people in Europe, so very broad. The report evidences a lack of accessibility in the arts for disabled individuals and a lack of confidence in the arts from those who participated from disabled people. For example, there was a lot, it's a big report, if you're interested, they’ve also done an update as well, but there is a lot to read that is interesting, but just as an example at the time, 48% of participants in the research were not very/ at all confident in the accessibility of artistic programs for disabled people. 87% of arts venues and events who participated in the studies, did not provide accessible marketing materials, and only 12% offered an accessible booking process. 12%! It’s one of the things I know is a bad situation that needs improving but then I see 12% and it’s worse than I anticipated. So, that's even just finding out about an event, a show, a creative opportunity and then actually just being able to book yourself on and purchase a ticket, immediately we have a barrier. 
This report led me to ask what does this issue look like in Wrexham? That's Europe, lets whittle this right down to here on the doorstep in this community. What does that look like? Because, according to the office for National Statistics, Wales has a higher percentage of disabled people than the rest of the UK, and Wrexham has substantially higher levels of disability that limit daily activities, substantially than other counties in North Wales. We also have a higher level of people that claim disability benefits and the carers etc.. So, how do we approach this? How do we find out about arts and disability in Wrexham. The first step was to work with local disability arts groups to create public forums with local disabled people on the topic. I'm going to share some of the findings from those forums. We had six public forums on arts and disability earlier in the year, these were partly held here at the university with a group call Emerge Community Arts, they’re great, look them up. And also at the Wrexham Miners Project with their arts of all team, as they regularly have a group where disabled people go and do different arts projects. The aim was to find out what barriers there are to access the arts, whether that's practically, socially or economically for disabled people in the area, and also to find out what their aspirations were involving the arts. What things would they like to achieve, would they like to see? Not just talk about the negative, but like what do we want to achieve and make happen. 
Economically there was a great deal of anxiety, about the upcoming changes to disability benefits and cuts to carers hours and I suspected that would be the case as it had just been announced before the first forum, but there was a lot that was said but I will give you some key talking points. A need for awareness and understanding from arts venues and event organisers regarding accessibility and inclusion. There was a very strong sense of anxiety about access to, and the suitability of, facilities in venues such as disabled toilets. Several participants shared very interesting experiences where they’d gone to an event, paid for the ticket, and they've gone and there either isn’t a disabled toilets or they've can’t access it. My personal favourite reference point is the person who wants to a music gig and couldn’t use the disabled toilet because it was full of blown-up balloons for a party the next day. Then when they reach access to a toilet, they're often not fit for purpose in terms of getting a wheelchair in there and there isn’t a hoist and therefore they are not accessible. If everybody can't use them they're just not accessible and therefore just a really basic, that lady with the balloon story, she had to go home, so she didn't get to see the event that she paid the ticket for.
Disabilities take many forms and face different challenges and barriers to the arts. So, there's an acknowledgement, as I said earlier, about invisible disabilities. There is a lot of stigma with people who have got hidden disabilities and that those invisible disabilities are not considered in the same way as those with physical mobility-based disabilities. I was actually today at the Wrexham Miners Project, we had a lovely gentle man who’s a part of these forms who sadly lost a leg in an accident, said that before that, we he had lots of invisible issues that you couldn’t see, he didn't have the support but the second he was in a wheelchair, things kind of shifted. Definitely still a lot of barriers and issues and challenges, but that idea of something that we can't see. I personally have parked in, well my husband has, as you don’t was me to drive, has parked in a disabled bay and you can see someone coming over ready to tell you off and he just puts the badge on the desk and they just walk off as if they were never coming over in the first place of course. For people with invisible disabilities, the challenges start before they even leave the house, just finding out how are they  going to get there, finding the information about the venue, that is a barrier that isn't always anticipated or supported.
A desire to learn new skills and experiences in a range of different creative mediums, the forums demonstrated a strong belief that creative industries are missing out. That there is a wealth of undiscovered creative talent and important artistic voices that are not being accessed. This isn't just about disabled people having the arts as a therapeutic arts practice, although that's wonderful and more of that needs to happen. These people, some of them have self-published books, they had a band some of them, they were directing shows within these community groups within Emerge and within Wrexham Miners, there’s a huge amount of talent that's just not being tapped in to and the arts industry and audiences are missing out on different perspectives as well. 
Accessibility can improve and disabled people hope for more opportunities in the future. So, there was optimism there that things would get better, they had hope for the future about having more opportunities, about having careers in the arts. Some of them had talked about coming and doing a degree here as well in various creative fields and for there to be greater understanding surrounding accessibility for existing venues and arts events organisers, rather than just the limited awareness that they previously experienced. One person commented ‘it's a lack of awareness I think a lot of the time, it’s a second thought’. From the forums I created this which is my entry for, here at the University we have a fantastic competition called Visualising Research, where people can submit an image that represents the research that they're doing. It's a wonderful way for everybody across the departments to see what everyone's doing. My image is entitled ‘what does inclusion look like’ I was very happy to win runner-up from the judges panel, I got a certificate and everything, and the photo in the background you can see some of the written feedback from one forum. Then, this is two of my daughter’s dolls that she loves. These dolls have been bought by family friends with really good intentions with the knowledge that myself and my son have mobility-based disabilities but following the forums I did question how these dolls can be viewed regarding representation and inclusion. It's very easy to be cynical about a large corporate brand like Matel using disabled people as a marketing ploy. But at the same time, I can't deny that if I was a young child that was disabled, in wheelchair, had a prosthetic limb, that this wouldn't mean something to me as well, so it's a really complicated, interesting discussion. 
So, what's next? We’re now developing, funding pending, if you know anyone rich and generous please send me an email, a programme of arts opportunities that are going to include creative storytelling workshops on disability and disabled people's stories. We're going to use form theatre and interactions with nature to share those experiences. Crafting and sculpture making workshops for those with invisible disabilities, and painting and general workshops for carers including young carers aged 14 plus, which is another thing that came out of the forums as well, about the impact on carers isn't always considered. All these workshops are going to lead us to either a public showing or a touring exhibition within local spaces, so that we can both share the creative talent that these people have and also share their lived experience and their opinions of the participants. It's been developed through that consultation with forums, with the community groups, with disabled artists, as well as working with North-East Wales Mind, and they are going to be delivered by the community groups that I mentioned already and some disabled artists as well, which also gives them an opportunity to develop their practices within the community.
Following that, we're going to have extensive evaluation where we get all the feedback from collaborators, from the public, to tell me what we did right, tell me what we did wrong, and the aim is to this to lead to a creation of a manifesto to present to local policymakers, arts organisations and events venues to promote and to shape cultural agendas and strategies in the future, not in an accusatory way,  not in a ‘you haven't done this properly’ way, but in a ‘these are some things that you may not have realised or considered or known how to integrate into your day-to-day arts practice or running of your event or venue etc…
What can you do after today? What is this lecture's call to action? Well, the first thing that we can all do is reflect on our conscious or subconscious biases. Where are the holes in our knowledge and our understanding on this topic? There is nothing wrong with admitting that we don't know something, we need to find out more, or something’s more complicated. Challenge others. Now, I don’t mean have a fight over Christmas dinner. It's easy for people to be misinformed about things like disability benefits, invisible disabilities, neurodiverse conditions, etc... Especially with a lot of the conversation points that we're seeing in the media that I mentioned previously, but don't be afraid to politely, emphasis on politely, please don't fall out with anyone, uh, but firmly inform, friends and family members around you that they might have holes in their understanding too. I know that every time I turn on the TV or go on the internet, I see people saying things on this topic that are just categorically not accurate at all. So, we can point those things out and have a productive conversation where everybody likes each other by the end of it. Can you give your time? A lot of the time local charities and community groups are looking for volunteers and resources. You may be short on time, you may not be able to help in that way but do you have an old laptop that you’re going to chuck out, sat there in a cupboard. If you have some art supplies and some other resources, that are just sat there, and you don't want to do with. Places like the Wrexham Miners Project, they work almost completely from local donations down to paper and pens for drawing sessions, so nothing is going to be kind of rejected or is not going to help. So those are some things that you can do.
So, thank you all for coming and taking part, we've got some time now for questions if anyone has any, and also, the QR code is for feedback if anyone wants to and we've also got it in a paper form just outside if anyone would rather have that rather than on the screen. Great. Does anyone have a question?
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