
The Language We Use Defines
The Society We Create: Taking
Control of the Narrative

Since 1994, AccessArt has worked to shape high
quality  visual  arts  education.  As  a  Subject
Association,  we  have  attended  All  Party
Parliamentary  Groups  and  Roundtable  discussions
with various art specialists, organisations and
Unions,  to  come  together  to  advocate  for  the
importance of art education. At these meetings
arts  organisations  and  experienced  individuals
agree:
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We  need  to  better  value  the  arts  in
education, placing arts subjects on an equal
footing with STEM subjects, creating time and
space for exploration and experience, as well
as knowledge.

We need to invest in Initial Teacher Training
and CPDL.

We  need  a  reprieve  from  assessment  which
creates  a  climate  of  fear  and  drives  us
towards  limited  outcomes,  in  direct
opposition to the kind of nurturing space art
requires to flourish.

The  current  Curriculum  needs  rewriting  to
ensure it is relevant, diverse and accessible
to all.

Art education has been systematically attacked for
many years. Art educators have had to defend, and
therefore our dialogue has been defensive. We have
defended the subject by using language we hoped
would  be  understand  by  those  in  government  –
language which asserts itself but is spoken in
their terms. We have taken the current model,
shown its shortcoming, and the effects of those
shortcomings,  and  suggested  solutions.  But  all
that has been done using the existing vocabulary
which  defines  education  today.  And  that  is  a
problem, because it limits ambition and vision. We
are driven to talk about assessment, monitoring,
progression and knowledge, when the subject we



hold  needs  a  very  different  set  of  words  to
describe  its  rich,  organic  nature  and  build
understanding of the potential for the subject to
change lives.

The accidental or deliberate (depending on your
viewpoint) misunderstanding of the subject area
shown  by  those  in  power  has  demerited  the
importance  of  art  education.  By  pushing  a
knowledge-rich, assessment-heavy, STEM-prioritised
curriculum, the government has created a system in
which the very words we need to use, as creative
practitioners, teachers and pupils have been taken
away from us. There is no space in the current
curriculum  to  use  words  like  “intuition,”
“growth,”  “personal,”  “organic,”  and
“experimental.”  We  could  hold  such  a  rich,
exciting,  enabling  subject  in  our  hands  –  a
subject  which  should  be  oozing  with  joy  and
richness, discovery and vision, but instead the
government wants us to grip it as if it were a
beast we need to beat down and control; something
to be scared of which offers no real benefit to
anyone. Is this misunderstanding on the part of
the government, or is this fear? Fear that if we
enable personal creativity we create a beast which
enables free expression, resulting in a population
not so easily “controlled”?

The language used by any government creates the
culture through, and in which, we act, and in that
way we become conditioned. We forget there are



always other options, other approaches, and other
words which describe other philosophies open to
us. All the while we have been trying to defend
art education by using the words they want us to
use, and in that way we are becoming complicit,
despite our intention, because we are not using
the words we really need to use.

This struck home, finally, when I realised through
conversations with school leavers that they could
no longer use words like intuition, entitlement,
dreaming,  invention,  play.  These  words  are
unfamiliar to them, and they no longer resonate.
 These words, and therefore the ways of being they
describe, are not available to them right now.
They find it hard to embody these words. (Embody
is an important word by the way).

So, yes, let’s keep defending the importance of
art  education,  but  let’s  take  a  much  firmer
stance. We need to unfurl our own language – the
words we really need to use – the words which more
accurately describe an exploration of the future
role of education in general and value of art
education in particular. I am no longer going to
be embarrassed to use the word love in relation to
education. I am no longer going to purposely not
use the words intuition, passion, fun and play,
for fear of making art education seem less than;
for fear of being dismissed.

Their words have been hurled at us for years – and
now our whole educational and societal bedrock is



built on silt. We need to start using words which
build a solid place on which our children and
young people can stand, and from which they can
grow.

The language needs to be visceral. Honest. Brutal.
We need to nail it and say it as it is. We have
listened to and struggled with their vocabulary,
and now they are going to hear ours. Please join
us; let’ s use the words we really need to use,
not the language we have been forced to use in a
system which has been using the wrong language in
the first place. We are artists after all, and we
should not be apologetic that our vision, wisdom
and insight comes from a very different place, is
highly relevant, and to be listened to. Let’s use
our language, and in doing so say exactly what we
need to say.

 

As artist, educator, CEO and parent – this is what
I really want to say…

 

Where do we stand, at this point in time?

How are our children standing on the earth, at
this point in time?

How are we serving them, in terms of education,
health, wellbeing?

Are we helping them build their sense of self?



Sense of safety? From which they can grow?

Are we helping them understand the relationship
between sense of self and connection with others?
The relationship between compassion and action?
Action and impact?

Are we helping them understand what makes them
human? What makes a community? A society? Are we
helping them think about purpose?

Are we showing them what healthy relationships
look like? With each other? With themselves? With
the planet?

Are we empowering them to dream, to envision, to
imagine? Are we enabling them to communicate so
that they can inspire and collaborate? Are we
skilling them to affect, enable and build?

Are  we  enabling  them  to  think  critically  and
creatively,  and  to  understand  the  difference
between the two?

 

 

Where do we stand at this point in time?

We  stand  at  a  point,  caught  between  the  way
society has been shaped by previous government
policy (or lack of policy), and the future. We are
ALL held at that point, no matter our privilege.



 

But it is not the only way to stand. And we should
not accept it, or think we can’t affect it.

 

So how do we enable every person to stand on the
earth  grounded,  belonging,  able  to  dream,
empowered to act?

Can we even imagine such a thing, or have we been
so stripped of our ability to dream, confidence to
be optimistic, ability to think?

Think about it now. Can you even imagine everyone
you know being able to feel like they are able to
work  towards  their  full  potential?  Feel
appreciated, valued, have something to offer, and
able to contribute?

If you can’t imagine that, then please get angry
and ask if we have perhaps been conditioned?

Don’t say it is idealistic.

 

Why do we stand the way we do, on the earth today?
And how can we make change?

When we look, what do we see with our own eyes?
 

We see teenagers, emerging from their knowledge-
rich,  assessed-heavy,  education,  uncertain.



Uncertain as to how they feel about their place in
the world and unsure what their entitlement is to
dream, act and affect, because they have been
stripped of their permission. Ask a school leaver
about intuition, and see how they answer. Do they
know what that word means? Ask a school leaver
about their dreams and hopes, and see how they
answer.  Ask  a  school  leaver  if  everyone  has
equality of opportunity and see how they answer.
Have they been enabled?
 

We see children and teenagers holding so much
anxiety. Flight, fright or freeze – sense of self
becomes fragmented and constricted and in that
state we cannot go out into the world feeling safe
and grounded ready to explore and contribute. Ask
them if they feel safe and enabled. Ask them if
they feel held. Ask them if they understand how
what  manifests  as  anxiety  often  starts  as
sensitivity – which can be a beautiful and vital
thing which in turn can be explored, expressed and
shared through art. Sensitivity need not develop
into anxiety. It is not inevitable.

 

We see children and teenagers avoiding school,
because their nervous systems know that school in
its current state does not feel like the safest
place for them. Do we understand what their bodies
and minds need, now, to enable them to learn? Ask
a child: What would keep you in school? In which



lessons do you feel listened to and can flourish?
What does flourish even mean? Has anyone asked
you?

 

We see no time, no space. We send them hurtling,
ticking  off  a  list.  Towards  what?  And  the
existential skills they have learnt are? Have we
been brave enough to create generations who are
curious? Brave enough to embrace the “other” – to
explore differences and yet to be able to connect?
Ask a child: Do you feel you have had the space to
follow your interests and really understand? Have
you ever had the experience of exciting an other?

 

We  see  a  climate  of  crippling  fear.  Everyone
looking over their shoulder, or averting their
eyes.  Ask  a  teacher:  Can  you  imagine  overtly
valuing things that can’t be measured?

 

We  see  everything  treated  the  same.  Vanilla
subjects.  Tidy,  neat,  convenient.  Don’t  risk,
don’t dare. Don’t create mess. Don’t give access
to that tool. Don’t let them fail. Ask a teacher
and ask a child: In what ways is art unique? What
does art need to be allowed to flourish in your
school? What even is “art”?

 



We see teachers who cannot find joy and love in
teaching, because they are not enabled to find joy
and love in teaching. Does Ofsted ask: Do you find
joy and love in teaching? Do your pupils find joy
and love in learning? What do we feel this takes
from us, to ask this question? What are we scared
of? Why can’t we use those words?

 

We  see  young  parents  and  teachers  whose  own
education has not shown them the promise of a more
creative, holistic education, so they do not see
the possibilities, do not know what their own
children  are  therefore  missing.  Ask  a  young
teacher: What is art for? How does it serve us? In
what ways is it a catalyst? In what ways is it a
sensor? In what ways is it a release? How can art
make children feel safe?

 

We see how a curriculum which places emphasis on
measurable  knowledge  which  can  be  pedantically
defined and assessed has destroyed the space for
exploration,  discovery,  self-learning.  Ask  a
child: Are you able to explore uncertainty without
fear of being judged? Do you feel like you are
only valued when you can achieve? Do you feel like
you are valued enough for the journey you are on
to  be  the  thing  which  is  celebrated?  Ask  the
teacher: How do you feel about the facilitation of
an exploration of unknowledge? How do you feel



about a child discovering something you didn’t
know could be taught (or measured)?

 

We see lack of vision. Our education system is a
run-down version of a Victorian model. Does our
education system embody aspiration? Just as the
language we use reflects and shapes the culture we
are in, our schools are a physical manifestation
of our educational values. Ask a child: Does the
environment in which you learn fill you full of
excitement? Does it fill you full of confidence
for the future? Ask a teacher: Does the pedagogy
by which you teach stir your soul? Do you believe
you are part of a system which is inclusive and
aspirational?

 

We see whole communities who don’t feel any sense
of cultural entitlement. It starts with valuing
finger painting which seems so throwaway. Anyone
can  finger  paint.  But  if  you  don’t  let  the
exploration  follow  and  grow,  art  remains  just
finger painting and of course we can do away with
that. We see a basic misunderstanding that art
cannot be facilitated with as much rigour as any
other  subject.  That  if  we  assume  art  is  just
“nice” then it is a luxury we don’t need. Ask a
child: When was the last time you (choose a word:
made, drew, painted, sung, acted, were introduced
to an artist who shared your values, celebrated



your creativity…)?

 

We see a culture in which we are embarrassed to
use words like love, play, curiosity, and nurture
in schools beyond EYFS. We have been disempowered
to use language which celebrates individuality,
and which acknowledges what it is to be human in
schools. Ask a child and a teacher: Do you feel
better after your day of education than you did
before the start? Does the environment make you
feel  cared  for  and  supported?  Do  you  feel
emotionally and intellectually richer? Was it fun?
Do you feel fulfilled? Do you even know what that
means?

  

Does this sound idealistic? Too big a job? Shall
we just continue as we are? Turn our cheek. If
being brave, visionary, radical feels hard, even
impossible,  then  please  understand  the  way  we
currently stand on the earth has not encouraged
that kind of approach. By taking away our right to
nurture our creative and critical thinking skills,
we are being disempowered. It’s happening already.
The books are already burning – smouldering rather
than flames so we do not notice. 

Being brave can be small and quiet. We don’t have
to  shout.  It  doesn’t  have  to  take  years  (it
can’t). 



More heart. Less arrogance, less bullishness, more
listening. More seeing with our eyes wide open.
Less measurement. More holistic approaches. Less
binary choices. A big re-think about what purpose
education serves. Radical rethink about what a
curriculum  is.  Greater  ability  to  understand
education  has  a  responsibility  to  go  beyond
knowledge, which can be googled or accessed in the
blink  of  an  AI.  More  recognition  that  we  are
humans and we have traits, needs, desires which
can be developed and tapped into. More modelling
of who we would like to be as a society. More
emotional  intelligence  to  counterbalance
artificial  intelligence.  More  problem  solving
through experience. And willingness and ability to
see the far, far bigger perspective.

 

So that one day, we might look on this point in
time, as we stand upon the earth, and see it for
what it is: a very small contracted dot, tight and
defensive,  that  we  have  been  engineered  into
through lack of vision, insight, confidence and
love. From here we have to feel able to relax and
expand outwards. To use the word love in education
without embarrassment, and in doing so ensure we
give opportunities to teachers and pupils which
enable  them  to  feel  grounded,  appreciated,
empowered, connected and safe. And from there, we
can all move forwards.

 



Which words would you like to use?
 

Paula Briggs, CEO & Creative Director, AccessArt,
April 2024

 

 

 

 

Explore…

Not just ideas: Action Too

https://www.accessart.org.uk/accessart-celebrates-25-years/


“One cold, rainy morning in January 1999,
I received a phone call from the then
DfES. The woman started the call with the
words:  “What  is  the  best  news  someone
could  call  you  with  on  such  a  rainy
January day?””
Explore and understand all that AccessArt has achieved and the
impact we are making

Why AccessArt Can’t support oak national
academy
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“Like  many  educational  publishers,  we
were concerned at the time about both the
nature  and  quality  of  the  resources
created, the ethics of the creation of a
curriculum  by  government,  and  also  the
potential impact of a so called “free”
curriculum on commercial and charitable
educational suppliers…”
Read why we think Oak is a flawed idea…
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