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City Lit Centre for Learning Disability Education 

Introduction
City Lit is an Adult Education college in central London, which prides itself on creating opportunities for people to come together to enrich their lives through learning. Everything they do centres around their values of being:
· Open-hearted
· Imaginative
· Ambitious
They provide online and classroom based adult courses, from part-time short courses, one-off workshops to yearlong programmes.
Ofsted inspectors rated City Lit as an Outstanding provider following inspection in May 2023.
Background
The Centre for Learning Disability Education offers a creative arts-focussed portfolio of courses for adults with learning difficulties. Courses take place at the main site of City Lit, in the heart of Covent Garden in London. The courses enable learners to explore and nurture their talents. Centred around creative arts and self-advocacy, courses include visual arts, dance, drama, music, leadership and public speaking. All of the courses support learners with communication skills, choice making and independence.
There are about 85 learners at the Centre ranging in age from 19 years to over 60 years old, with a mix of abilities. Learners come from all over London, though most come from surrounding boroughs of Hackney, Islington, Camden and Westminster. One learner travels from Canterbury in order to join the Percussion Orchestra.
In this case study, terms such as artists and arts include performing arts as well as visual arts.
Arts and creative provision
The provision at the Centre is high quality, innovative and aspirational for a number of reasons.
The student experience
1. The Centre takes an art school approach to the curriculum. The learners are committed artists, determined to represent themselves through their art and to build their own portfolio of original art. They come to the courses with ideas and concepts they want to explore. They will have to negotiate with tutors on subject matter to ensure they meet the syllabus. If you were to go into a workshop each learner would be working on their own work, everybody would be doing something different. Learners are expected to make independent choices and decisions about their art.
2. Representation of themselves as artists is key. Self-expression and original ideas are paramount. For example, the Percussion Orchestra do not do cover versions. They produce and perform their own original work. Doing a cover version inevitably means the work is compared to the original. Producing their own unique work means that the work has to stand up and be judged and appreciated for what it is.
3. Self- advocacy runs throughout all the courses. Learners are expected, and have the opportunity, to self-advocate throughout their course and in their learning. This includes learners negotiating with tutors on the syllabus, subject matter and where they want to take their work. A learner in the Percussion Orchestra had created a piece of music he wanted to take to the Dance Class that he also attended, and for the Dance Class to create a dance for the music. This involved him negotiating with the tutors of each class and with the students in the dance class. It involved discussions on how it would work, whether it fitted with what the dance class were doing, what was the quality of the musical piece and how it could be accommodated. These discussions are on-going and may involve a voting process. Tutors have to be on board with this way of working.


There is also a Student Advisory Group which meets termly and involves 8-10 learners. This term the Advisory Group is looking at self-advocacy as part of a tutor project on how tutors can become more skilled at negotiating with learners which means talking to learners about what self- advocacy and negotiation means to them. Self-advocacy as a core activity of the provision not only improves the quality of the offer and has led to some of the best courses being established following learner suggestions, but also provides opportunities for learners to learn communication skills, negotiation skills, independence, decision making and builds confidence. Self-advocacy is embedded in the subject matter of courses and there are also Discussion classes where learners can learn to listen, contribute ideas and make presentations. A project with a charity Beyond Words also supports learners to development their skills of visual literacy and communication.

4. There is a mutually supportive environment. The Centre supports each individual learner but is are also expected to support each other, with older and maybe more experienced learners supporting younger learners. The mix of abilities and experience within the workshop creates an empowering and collaborative atmosphere in the workshops as learners talk to each other, contribute ideas and problem solve about their work.

5. Progression is earned not a given. Each year learners are re-interviewed by the Head of Centre and with advice from their tutors have to prove that they are learning and making incremental progress in their work. If they are successful, they can continue their studies for a further year. They can apply to take part in any of the partnership projects that the Centre has. This provides learners with access to the wider arts world beyond the college. For example, as a result of a partnership between the Centre and the Royal Academy of Arts, three students are now part of an inaugural programme for artists with learning difficulties. They attend one day per month for a year and will have access to resources, renowned artists, galleries and exhibitions beyond anything that the Centre could offer them. Learners can also progress onto mainstream courses within the college, with or without support. This is an area of development for the college.
The curriculum ethos
1. Innovative, dynamic and evolving nature of the exceptional partnerships. The partnerships forged by the Centre with other organisations elevate the classes beyond being self-contained classes and enable the curriculum to grow in very different directions. The Head of Centre stated that ‘Cultivation of partnerships is key, they are like gold dust’.
There are partnerships with the Royal Academy of Arts, Royal Ballet, Royal Opera House and Beyond Words. The Centre’s flagship partnership is with the Royal Academy of Music and the attached Percussion Orchestra and Inclusive Choir.  As part of this partnership, post-graduate students from the Royal Academy work alongside learners from the Centre providing mentoring and support in their studies. This part of the partnership is over-subscribed with more post-grad students applying to work with them than they can handle. A recent development in this partnership is that Dame Evelyn Glennie has a become a patron of the City Lit Percussion Orchestra. She works with the students to pass on her expert insights.
Dame Evelyn Glennie becomes Patron of the City Lit Percussion Orchestra | City Lit
The Head of Centre said of the partnership ‘This is really exciting, where will it go next with Evelyn on board. Who knows one of our learners may perform at the Proms, and why not?’
2. Progression pathways have to be sustainable. The Centre has established progression pathways in the past for learners to progress onto mainstream courses, but they haven’t always been sustained. This year they are working on a pilot with the Visual Arts department, which is the biggest school at City Lit with the widest range of entry points for learners from the Centre. They are working to create the pathways for 5 learners each with an individual support plan, to find suitable tutors and provide the right training for staff. The Access and Inclusion team are working with them to train staff. It is hoped this will build the confidence of other learners and of other curriculum teams to follow their lead.

3. Tutors are very skilled as artists and creatives and in how they teach. The Centre recruits’ tutors who are experts and experienced in their subject matter and who have the right values and attitudes towards inclusiveness. The college then provides the training and support to work with learners with learning difficulties. In the past, it was difficult to recruit tutors with the right skills and background, but this has improved though they hope to recruit more tutors internally. Some of this improvement is due to the spotlight that the high profile partnerships which increases the visibility of the courses. Having Evelyn Glennie as patron brings kudos to the Centre, and this has a ripple effect in many ways.
One parent wrote
‘The courses are unique. The fact that the teachers are practising artists and musicians brings a high level of creativity, energy, originality and professionalism….This raises the standard of the work produced and the collaborations with the Royal Opera House and the Royal Academy of Music are partnerships which bring unique experiences for the students, and hopefully for the professionals involved.



4. The expectation of high quality inclusive provision and of students producing high quality work. A learning environment has been created where commitment to learning is exceptional, learners and their work are taken very seriously. People with learning difficulties are often burdened by the limited and limiting aspirations that are placed on them. Adherence to the college values of being open-hearted, imaginative and ambitious provides confidence for the Centre to develop and grow provision and is very freeing for the students. Support and backing from the Principal and Senior Leadership team, good tutor development and learner self-advocacy all contribute to the culture of high quality, inclusive education.

5. A fee structure that values contribution and is inclusive. Fees are charged to students to attend courses because it is believed that they value their courses more when it has been paid for. Fees also ensure that the college feels accountable for providing high quality teaching and learning opportunities. Ring-fenced bursaries for students with learning difficulties, general college bursaries  and opportunities to pay in instalments are available for learners  who have limited means to pay course fees.

Findings
1. Promotion of independence is an important outcome. By taking learners seriously as adults and artists and through promoting self-advocacy it is hoped that the learners learn skills of independence that can be applied outside of the college. This includes making adult choices and speaking up for themselves. Parents, carers and staff at supported housing organisations where learners may live are part of the work on this. The college takes time to nurture these relationships and ensure they are receptive to the idea that learners can, and will, make their own decisions.A sibling of one learner said
‘Thank you for all you do to make my sister feel so valued and part of society.’ 



2. The Centre is very visible within the wider college. The Centre wants to develop the work they are doing to create more pathways for sustainable progression to the main programmes at City Lit, to recruit suitable tutors and identify appropriate training for them. The way to do this has been to make the Centre, the students and the high quality work they produce very visible within the college and so break down the perceptions and misconceptions that people may have about people with learning difficulties. Within the Visual Arts department, other tutors and learners can see learners from the Centre coming and going and getting on with their work. An exhibition in the college gallery of learners work resulted in half the pieces being bought, many by tutors in the college. Prestigious partnerships and patronage also help massively because they are exciting and attractive. Once barriers are broken down constructive internal partnerships can be built, diverse perspectives and expertise comes together, and the result is more inclusive provision across all the college.

3. Partnership building is worth the time and effort that it requires. Partnerships of the level and kudos achieved by the Centre take time and effort to achieve and to gain momentum. The existing high-profile partnerships have taken five years to develop, and they are still evolving. It takes time to develop a shared understanding of how each organisation works, a shared language and an understanding of the processes and priorities that can hinder or drive partnership working. Partnerships have to be win:win and so it is important to understand what positive outcomes can be accrued for both sides. Sometimes the most rewarding outcomes can be the unanticipated ones, so it is essential to recognise this, be flexible and follow the opportunities.

Recommendations
For other organisations wanting to set up similar provision the Head of Centre has the following recommendations.
· Negotiate with learners about what they want to learn. Create the space and skills of learners and staff to have meaningful conversations about teaching and learning. Listen to learners, take ideas seriously and move those ideas forward. Embed learner self-advocacy within the subject but also provide opportunities for learners and staff to learn skills to do this work.
· Employ highly skilled and experienced tutors in their subject area who have the right attitude and then provide the right training for them to do the work.
· Create partnership internally and externally because that takes the learning out of the classroom, brings in different perspectives and expertise and enables the curriculum to grow.

Follow City Lit Centre for Learning Disability on Instagram to see their work citylit_learning_isability
Further Reading
Tomorrows-leaders_01_June_2020_web_version.pdf (et-foundation.co.uk)
The Black Curriculum's Disabiltiy and access in the arts blog — The Black Curriculum
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