
Executive Summary  

Improving critical engagement 
with theatre made by artists 
with learning disabilities



This report is a response to a growing sense that theatre criticism is failing to keep up with the increasingly 
professional, interesting and artistically driven work being made by theatre companies working with artists with 
learning disabilities. 

The report considers why this matters.

It explores different reasons as to why this might be.

And it begins to reflect on what we could all do to change this.

The aim is to open up a conversation that can benefit everybody, in which the wider theatre industry also has an 
important part to play.

The report focuses questions that have been bubbling away among these companies for years. It complements 
wider current conversations around diversity in the arts and the uncertain future of arts criticism. And it 
anticipates the key role artists with learning disabilities can have to play in all this – when we get better at valuing 
and enabling those with a talent for ‘doing things differently’.  



The research
The research for the report involved over 40 in-depth interviews 
with theatre companies and artists, theatre critics and commissioning 
editors. It also involved close reading of review archives. 

The report includes some critical writing that links themes emerging 
within the research to experiences of recent performances
by four companies: 
Not Your Circus Dog, Spectra, Mind The Gap, and About Face. 
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The current 
critical picture
The report finds that being reviewed is 
important to theatre-makers with learning 
disabilities for many reasons. It establishes that 
the majority of companies are confused and 
frustrated by the lack of critical engagement. 
Some variables are identified that do seem to 
affect the chances of a show being reviewed at 
all. But it is found that there is still a pervasive 
issue with the depth or rigour of critical 
engagement. 
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What is getting in the way of critical engagement?
The report goes on to identify and discuss 11 key factors that seem to be contributing to what is a

notable gap in critical coverage:  

Mainstream arts criticism is in crisis

Artists with learning disabilities battle to be regarded as professional

The artists’ creative agency is in question

There is a reluctance to be critical when it comes to artists with learning disabilities

Critics are unaware of the critical reflection that goes on within companies

Critics are often uninformed about language, about learning disability in general, and about the history of learning disability arts

The dilemma ‘to label or not to label’ is still going strong

Mainstream criticism often favours normative theatre-making models

Mainstream critics (still) aren’t a very diverse group

Conventional critical models may not be fit for purpose

Emerging critics and platforms are an underused resource – they also need supporting and engaging with



What’s next?
The report touches on the fact that critical engagement 
doesn’t have to come from critics. It identifies that there 
is scope for companies to be bolder and more creative in 
imagining the sorts of critical conversations they would like 
to have, and more open-minded about who they might have 
them with. 

But the report concludes with a sense that there is a real 
opportunity here to draw new lines of connection between 
theatre companies and theatre critics. In collecting together 
the voices of artists and critics, it finds there is often a 
striking match between the artistic offer being described and 
the critical appetite being expressed. 
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The continuing work of the many 
companies and organisations featured 
here. Watch out in particular for 
Crossing The Line, a pan-European 
theatre festival celebrating artists 
with learning disabilities, produced 
by Blue Teapot and taking place in 
Galway, Ireland in May 2020. 
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The report recognises that we can only make the most of this opportunity if the perspectives of people with learning disabilities 
remain central to the conversation. This will be facilitated by initiatives to include: 

The new ‘Learning disabled Digital 
Influencers’ appointed through a 
partnership between Disability Arts 
Online and Access All Areas, as part of 
the Arts Council-funded Transforming 
Leadership programme. These include 
Cian Binchy, one of the actors who 
contributed to this report. 

Spectra’s commitment to making 
this summary and the full report 
as accessible as possible. To make 
a suggestion and join in the wider 
conversation, please connect 
with Spectra on social media or 
contact Spectra’s Creative Director,           
Kate DeRight: 
kate@wearespectra.co.uk
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