
 

 

Art Festivals: An Informal Learning Environment  

for Adult Education 

 ‘Without informal learning, none of us would grow; and without the products of 

informal learning, none of our planned learning programmes would be effective.’  

Alan Rogers 

Even though formal and non-formal learning is emphasized and used in adult education, 

it is thought that more emphasis should be given to informal learning. As Rogers (2014) 

concludes, ‘Without informal learning, none of us would grow; and without the products 

of informal learning, none of our planned learning programmes would be effective’ (p. 

79). With a lifelong perspective, education policies give the responsibility of learning to 

individuals and promote the recognition of skills and competencies gained through 

informal learning (Werquin 2010: 3). Werquin (2010) also states that even though formal 

settings and learning environments are places where learning occurs, a great amount of 

informal learning also takes place in everyday life. 

There are several definitions of informal learning in literature. According to Colardyn 

and Bjornavold (2004), it is experiential and accidental learning. Livingstone’s (2001) 

definition is more comprehensive: (informal learning is) any learning activity occurring 

outside the curricula of institutions, or the courses or workshops offered by educational 

or social agencies. According to Dib (1988), informal learning includes museum visits or 

attending fairs, festivals, and exhibits, listening to radio broadcasting or watching TV, 

and reading journals and magazines on educational or scientific themes. From these 

definitions combined, the following can be counted as informal learning: Conversations, 

reading, watching TV, observing the world, observing colleagues or friends, listening to 

stories, reflecting on a day’s events, or stimulated by general interest. 



 

 

Thomas (2016), states that although formal and non-formal learning that people do in 

their lives (going through schools, universities, and different programs) is short, highly 

visible and valued, informal adult learning is longer, ignored and excluded from adult 

education policy, research, and practice. However, the bulk of informal learning that 

people do in their everyday lives essentially supports the more visible formal and non-

formal learning. Informal learning should be seen as an effective learning for not only 

adult learners, but also adult educators. This study aims to underline the importance of 

informal learning for adult educators - especially the ones working with people with 

special educational needs (SEN) - since these educators are working with and for this 

marginalized group in difficult financial and social circumstances and they need to make 

use of any kind of learning - including informal learning.  

Adult educators should empower people with SEN by raising their self-esteem and 

helping their personal transformation. This is supported by van Houten and Jacobs (2005) 

who state that personal transformation can be one of the areas that should be focused on, 

in order to empower people with SEN. One of the main reasons for this need is that they 

are socially marginalized and face an additional weight of social stigma and self-stigma. 

As it is revealed in several scientific research articles, people with SEN are among the 

most vulnerable groups and they are more prone to stigma and its negative psychological 

effects (Paterson, McKenzie, and Lindsay 2012; Corrigan and Watson 2002). Moreover, 

social stigma and lower self-esteem of people with SEN causes lower educational 

progression (ANED 2012). According to the Academic Network of European Disability 

Experts (ANED) report published in 2019, people with SEN need to live independently 

and be part of the community. Furthermore, the United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD 2008) underlines equal access to education, a life 

without discrimination, and participation in cultural and social life. Besides the 



 

 

Convention, the European Disability Strategy 2010–2020 (EDS 2010-2020) also 

underlines the importance of accessibility, participation, education and training, and 

social protection for people with SEN. For these reasons, adult educators who are working 

with these marginalized groups should know how to raise their self-esteem, help them to 

live independently and be part of the community. Moreover, adult educators should try 

to find formal, non-formal, and informal learning opportunities to achieve these goals. 

Erasmus+ Programme projects often implement training and workshops that are non-

formal and informal learning environments for participants. At these projects, the 

participants get a chance to exchange good practices, talk about common problems, and 

improve themselves. In its efforts, Erasmus+ programme does not leave people with SEN 

behind, and this goes along with the provisions set by the European Commission in the 

“Union of Equality: Strategy for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030” 

(European Commission, 2021). Guide Us into Arts2 (GUIA2), an Erasmus+ strategic 

partnership project, has organised five art workshops for training educators who work 

with people with SEN so far. Participants (educators working with SEN) got a chance for 

international work and networking during educational workshops that presented different 

methods and practices used by partner organisations in their inclusive and/or educational 

work with people with SEN. Besides, participants had a chance to attend art festivals 

organised parallel to the workshops. During the third and fourth workshops of the project, 

educators attended both art workshops and art festivals hosted annually by partners from 

the Czech Republic (Menteatrál Festival) and Northern Ireland (Bounce Festival). 

The aim of this article is to present the research and subsequent analysis of the opinions 

of the adult educators working with people with SEN, who participated at Menteatrál and 

Bounce art festivals. The research was focused on exploring art festivals as places of 

informal learning and discovering if the participants had experienced any informal 



 

 

learning during the festivals and, if so, has this learning contributed to their personal and 

professional development. To reach this aim, answers to three questions were sought from 

the participants/educators: 

1. What do adult educators think about the festival? 

2. What are the benefits of the festival for personal development and why?  

3. What are the benefits of the festival for professional development and why? 

Methods 

This study is a qualitative study, which mainly addresses the question: “How adult 

educators working with people with SEN gain informal learning during festivals 

organised for and with people with SEN?” The reason of using qualitative research is that 

it can help researchers to get the thoughts and feelings of research participants, and they 

can understand the meaning that participants ascribe to their experiences’ (Sutton and 

Austin 2015). Even though the results will not be generalised to a whole population, 

qualitative research enables the researcher to discover much more about a phenomenon 

since participants offer so much depth of detail (Jackson, Drummond, and Camara 2007). 

Cases study with a holistic multiple case is used in this study. Stake (2005) stated that a 

case study approach is used when the phenomenon can be studied in its natural context 

and when there are unclear boundaries between the phenomenon and the context. Besides, 

a case study is an empirical inquiry about a current phenomenon in the context of its own 

reality, especially when the boundaries between fact and context are not clear (Yin 2003). 

Therefore, in this direction, it is aimed to present and analyse the opinions of the adult 

educators working with people with SEN on the informal learning they gained during the 

festivals they attended. The information about the participants can be seen in Table 1.  

 



 

 

Table 1. Participants’ information 

Code Age Sex Level of 
Education 

Country Interview Focus 
Group 

A 54 Female BA Turkey Yes No 
B 40 Male PhD N. Ireland Yes Yes 
C 47 Female BA N. Ireland Yes No 
D 35 Female MA Poland Yes No 
E 40 Female MA Turkey Yes No 
F 40 Male PhD Croatia Yes Yes 
G 57 Male MA Germany Yes Yes 
H 44 Female MA N. Ireland Yes No 
I 42 Female MA Poland Yes Yes 
J 24 Female High School Croatia Yes Yes 
K 24 Male BA N. Ireland Yes No 
L 31 Female BA Germany Yes No 
M 57 Female BA Germany Yes Yes 
N 60 Male High School Croatia Yes No 
O 44 Male PhD Czechia Yes Yes 
P 27 Female BA Croatia Yes No 
Q 38 Female MA Croatia Yes Yes 
R 44 Female MA Czechia Yes No 
S 42 Female BA Poland Yes Yes 
T 57 Male High School Germany Yes Yes 
U 40 Male High School Poland Yes Yes 
V 55 Female MA Poland Yes Yes 
W 44 Female BA Czechia Yes Yes 
X 35 Female BA Turkey Yes No 

Data collection 

In this study, which was carried out in order to determine the opinions of the adult 

educators working with people with SEN on the informal learning they gained during the 

festivals they attended, the data were obtained from interviews, focus group interviews, 

and video recordings. In other words, to increase the validity and reliability of the study, 

triangulation is used in this study (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 2007). Triangulation 

helps to explain complex human behaviour using a variety of methods for deeper 

explanation (Noble and Heale 2019). Therefore, methodological triangulation, which 

supports the use of several data collection methods such as interviews, focus group 



 

 

interviews, and observations (Denzin 1970), is used in this study, and the data was 

collected through interviews, focus group interviews, and video recordings. 

Interviews 

In the first phase, the study focused on understanding the context of the study and 

included interviews with adult educators working with people with SEN and the 

collection of demographics and opinions. There were total three questions in the semi-

structured interviews. The interview questions were developed by the researchers and 

according to the feedbacks of five experts in special education and adult education, 

researchers gave the final version of the questions.  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted by the first and third authors in the last day 

of the festivals in the countries where the project was conducted. In the first part of the 

interview, the demographic information of the participants (age, gender, education level, 

etc.) was collected, and the second part included interview questions. The participants 

were asked about their thought about the festival, the benefits of the festival for personal 

development, and the benefits of the festival for professional development. 

Focus group interviews 

In the second phase, two semi-structured focus group interviews with 13 adult educators 

working with people with SEN participating in the festivals were conducted in order to 

share personal experiences of the participants during the festivals. The adult educators 

were asked about their opinions about the festivals they attended, and the contribution of 

the festivals to their personal and professional development. The focus group interview 

questions were developed by the researchers and according to the feedbacks of five 

experts in special education and adult education, researchers gave the final version of the 

questions. 



 

 

Focus group interviews were conducted by the first and third authors in the last day of 

the festivals in the countries where the project was conducted. It took a total of 69 minutes 

and 28 seconds, including 2 focus group interviews in Belfast (37 minutes 31 seconds) 

and Prague (31 minutes 57 seconds). The participants were asked about their thought 

about the festival, the benefits of the festival for personal development, and the benefits 

of the festival for professional development. 

Video records 

For the purpose of the research, during the festivals in Belfast and Prague, a total of 17 

minutes 42 seconds videos were recorded. The researchers selected the videos including 

all the participants in each country. The final phase involved observing video records of 

the festivals in order to throw light on the informal learning of participants in the festival. 

Data analysis 

Researcher applied content analysis (Miles and Huberman 1994) on the data. The semi-

structured interviews were transcribed and then analysed to describe, understand, and 

explain the adult educators’ informal learning during festivals. Data were coded and 

thematically analysed. The researchers compared the codes and divided the codes into 

categories. Then focus group records were transcribed and analysed by two researchers. 

The video recordings of adult educators working with people with SEN identified their 

informal learning during festivals. The interviews and focus groups were supplemented 

by the video recordings of the festival. The data were grouped in three categories for 

semi-structured interviews, including participants thought about the festival, the benefits 

of the festival for personal development, and the benefits of the festival for professional 

development. For focus group and video recordings, the data were grouped in three 

categories including participants thought about the festival, the benefits of the festival for 



 

 

personal development, and the benefits of the festival for professional development. 

Under these categories, it is tried to present the opinions of adult educators on festivals 

as an informal learning environment and informal learnings during festivals. Besides, 

representative quotations (Anderson 2010) were used to reflect the participants’ views. 

Furthermore, NVIVO 10, the qualitative data analysis program, was used to aid analysis 

process. The qualitative data analysis programs are facilitating and assisting the 

researchers to do analyses rather than performing the analyses (Kelle 1995; Cohen, 

Manion, and Morrison 2007). 

Validity and reliability 

To ensure the reliability and validity of the study, the data were collected from various 

sources such as individual interviews, focus group interviews, and video recordings of 

the festivals. Then direct quotations from the interviews were used without making any 

comments on them. A purposive sampling method based on voluntarism was used in 

order to get the opinions and experiences of adult educators working with people with 

SEN and participating the festivals within the project. Finally, two independent 

researchers coded the data and Cohen's kappa coefficient was calculated to determine 

inter-rater reliability (Inter-rater reliability = consensus/consensus + disagreement x 100). 

According to this calculation, reliability coefficient was 0.92 perfect agreement (Landis 

and Koach 1977). Moreover, records of interviews, focus groups interviews, and video 

recordings of the festivals were kept for outer reliability. Finally, the researchers and the 

expert discussed the categories, reached a consensus, and the final version was reported 

by the researchers. 



 

 

Ethical considerations 

Participants were informed about the aims of the research and offered anonymity. 

Researchers and participants signed a consent form to give permission for the use of the 

data (interviews and video recordings). Special attention was also taken not to impose the 

researchers’ beliefs on participants since researchers’ beliefs were secondary, and the 

participants’ opinions were required. 

Results 

The aim of this study was to analyse the opinions of the adult educators working with 

people with SEN, who participated at Menteatrál and Bounce Art Festivals. The research 

was focused on exploring art festivals as places of informal learning and discovering if 

the participants had experienced any informal learning during the festivals and, if so, has 

this learning contributed to their personal and professional development. Firstly, 

educators were asked their opinions on the festival, secondly what the contribution of the 

art festival to their personal development was, thirdly what the contribution of the art 

festival to their professional development was, and finally what they thought of the art 

festival and why. This was done in situ, at the very venue of the festival, while the 

participant’s impressions were still tangible and fresh in their individual and collective 

memory (as a group of educators). 

The Opinions of Adult Educators on the Art Festival 

Educators were asked about their opinions on the art festival they attended. Participants 

mostly see art festivals as a means of connecting people with disabilities and a chance to 

learn. Moreover, they expressed that art festivals is a sharing platform that brings different 

groups together.  



 

 

Semi-structured interviews 

Seven participants (A, D, H, I, J, N, and O) out of 24 stated that festivals are an important 

opportunity for individuals with and without disabilities to interact, and for individuals 

with disabilities to demonstrate what they learn and can do during the festivals. Besides, 

the participants stated that the participation of individuals with and without disabilities 

together in activities would also reduce the discrimination against individuals with 

disabilities. One participant underlined the importance of activities like festivals to 

decrease the discrimination against individuals with disabilities. P expressed her opinions 

with these words: We just getting around, talking with each other, having a lot of fun, I 

think it’s a good opportunity to spread the world for people with disabilities and 

discrimination of them in the society.”  

Eight participants (F, M, Q, S, T, U, W, and X) out of 24 stated that different and 

interesting ideas about the individuals with disabilities emerged during the festivals. 

Participants stated that festivals are an informal environment where individuals with 

normal development realize how they can teach and learn from individuals with 

disabilities. They also stated that the festivals were the first events they attended abroad 

in the field of theatre, music and performance, which was a learning opportunity for them. 

X expressed her opinions with these words: “It is a very interesting event which mixes 

different interesting ideas and things related to disabled persons. It shows us how we can 

teach them and how we can learn from them.”  

Six participants (A, B, E, G, K, and L) out of 24 stated that they see music and theatre 

festivals as a sharing platform where they can share their knowledge and experiences, 

discuss the problems faced by individuals with disabilities and their families, and 

empathize with these individuals. E expressed her opinions with these words: “…joining 



 

 

this festival I felt that if you are disabled person, you can do any kind of art only using 

your feelings and emotions.” 

Five participants (C, F, M, R, and V) out of 24 stated that they meet different individuals 

at festivals, work in collaboration in the fields of music and theatre, listen to music, and 

perform. Moreover, the participants stated that the festivals are like meeting point of 

different colours and experiences. F expressed her opinions with these words: “It was a 

mix of beautiful and professional performances of mixed groups by artists with 

intellectual disability.”  

Focus group 

Regarding the festivals, participants (G, B, F, O, V, and S) stated that festivals reflect the 

life of the society, and the biggest difference from other festivals is the participation of 

individuals with disability. They also emphasized that festivals are an opportunity to meet 

new people and a special event for them. G expressed her opinions with these words: “the 

main thing it’s bringing together different theatre groups once a year and run projects 

together for disabled people.” (Prague focus group, 00:44-01:07). Regarding the 

question, O said “For me, it makes sense I like that and I realized like something special 

is true for me.” (Belfast focus group, 10:04-10:20) and emphasized that it was a special 

event for him. Besides, participant U with disability said, “Dance was most important. It 

is like a dream” (Belfast focus group, 05:17-05:22). 

Moreover, M and O stated that festivals host many different activities such as theatre, 

dance, exhibition, a performance that include individuals with disabilities. Regarding the 

question, M said “Wide range of fine arts, exhibition, workshops, dancing, and theatre, 

performances inside and outside, all kinds of disabilities. It is very diverse.” (Belfast 

focus group, 02:09-02:53). In another finding that emerged, the participants (F, M, and J) 



 

 

stated that they celebrated that equality, innovation, creativity, and art, and they met local 

food and nature. Regarding the question, F said, “For me it’s a celebration of arts and 

equality, having local food, living in nature” (Prague focus group, 02:26-02:50). 

Video 

In the video recordings obtained from festivals, it is seen that individuals with disabilities 

actively participate in festival activities, participate in the same performance activity with 

individuals with normal development, motivate each other, and new and different ideas 

emerge (Prague video recording 2.11-2.38). It is seen in the video recordings that 

individuals with and without disability exhibit activities together in artistic performance 

and teach each other something in the process (Prague video recording, 2.24-2.39). In the 

festival in Belfast, it is seen that individuals with special needs participate in activities 

independently. The most important point supporting this is the adaptations done during 

the festival for individuals with special needs (Belfast video recording, 1.04-3.28). 

Besides, there is chats footage of a visually impaired participant participating in the 

festivals with a guide dog and in this chat footage, participants talk about how the guide 

dog supports the person with special needs (Belfast video recording, 7.36-7.53). 

The Contribution of the Art Festival to the Personal Development 

Regarding the benefits of the festival for personal development, participants mostly stated 

that they learnt new things, such as different cultures, things about arts, things about 

disability, and young children working with adults. (16 people). Moreover, they 

expressed that they empathize, gained a new perspective, become more patient, saw the 

positive effect of education and art, become more tolerant and open-minded, understand 

other cultures, and improved social skills. 



 

 

Semi-structured interviews 

14 participants (B, C, D, F, G, H, L, M, N, R, S, T, U, and V) out of 24 expressed that 

they knew and understood different cultures at festivals, and thought how they could 

integrate the new knowledge they learned about individuals with disabilities into their 

own culture. They talked about the advantages of learning how to behave while working 

with adults and taking adults as a model. Moreover, although it was difficult and tiring to 

perform, the participants expressed that they were mostly motivated and cheerful, due to 

the positive effect of learning new information. Participants also stated that they learned 

about disability studies in other countries through festivals. Regarding the question, F 

expressed her opinions with these words: “It is inspiring again, like I did in Prague and 

Neratov, this type of the performances and approach to disability, and I want to 

incorporate in my work back home.” Moreover, T expressed her opinions with these 

words: “I am very tired in my life, in my personal life. That is why it was very refreshing 

for me. I have a few places to work, it is like a routine. But here is so refreshing, it like 

an exhibition. It helped me.” C expressed her opinions with these words:  “It was nice to 

hear to other countries, what they are doing, and the countries about disabled and non-

disabled artist, so it’s good to see various productions, events.” 

9 participants (A, E, F, I, J, K, O, P, Q) out of 24 expressed that festivals have developed 

their social skills such as empathy towards individuals with disabilities, gaining different 

and new perspectives on the subject, speaking in public, being active in group activities. 

They added that they became more patient and open-minded, education, and art brought 

different individuals in the society to a common point. Regarding the question, E 

expressed her opinions with these words: “For me, the benefits are my personal 

development. During the festival, I tried to watch a lot of theatre performances, so it was 

a pleasure to see how happy disabled people at the theatre were.” Moreover, Q expressed 



 

 

her opinions with these words: “The workshops are very inspiring when I see a new 

perspective in the same thing. For me personally, it’s like a broken border which I had 

in my head.” 

Focus group 

Regarding the contribution of their festivals to their personal development, participants 

(F, J) stated that they are so happy to participate in the festivals, the performances are 

very impressive, and they have emotional moments from time to time. J expressed her 

opinions with these words: “… in real it was a village but after the first show I cried, 

because it was so emotional for me, and I am really glad because I am here.” (Prague 

focus group, 05:21- 06: 29). S explains that they are proud of themselves for supporting 

individuals with special needs, who need help at festivals. Here are her words: “I tried to 

be as a bridge between normal people on the basis and show what they can and helps 

people out because they are people with disabilities so and I admire proudly.” (Belfast 

focus group, 08:25-09:59). T, who also stated that they work in collaboration in J and R 

festivals, said the following words: “For me the practical parts are very interesting to see 

how people work with other people (Belfast, focus group, 12:12- 12:40). 

Participants (F, I, M) stated that the festivals are more inclusive with the participation of 

not only individuals with and without disabilities, but also different age groups. 

Participants also said that the activities held together made them feel happy and clear 

emotions and that they learned different languages and music. Regarding the contribution 

of their festivals to their personal development, F expressed his opinions with these 

words: “children act with people with disabilities, because it brings happiness and clear 

emotions. Combination not only disabled and non-disabled but combinations of groups 

with different age etc.” (Prague focus group, 03:52- 04:30). Stating that their awareness 

about the use of sign language has been formed, U expressed his thoughts on the subject 



 

 

with these words "she told him (Sign language translator) just try to mime the movement 

or sound things like that and she said this he goes straight in everything" (Belfast focus 

group, 13:52- 14:33).  

Video 

When the videos about the festivals are analysed, it is seen that the participants attended 

event planning meetings together with the individuals with disabilities, interacted with 

new ideas (Prague video recording, 1.32-1.58) and produced materials (Belfast video 

recording, 6.10-7.06). Besides, it was seen in the video recordings that they guided each 

other in the selection of materials to be used in the events and in the activities (Prague 

Video recording, 2.00.-2.23; Belfast video recording 3.32.-4.43). Moreover, it is observed 

that the individual with disability performed individually and mostly smiled and 

expressed his happiness during the performance (Prague video recording, 4.47-6.33; 

Belfast video recording, 7.08-08.26). 

The Contribution of the Art Festival to the Professional Development 

Regarding the benefits of the festival for professional development, participants (20 

people) mostly stated that they learnt new methods and techniques Moreover, they (5 

people) expressed that they gained motivation to organize a festival. Other participants 

(M and X) stated that they became more creative and understood disability and arts better. 

Semi-structured interviews 

20 out of 24 participants (A, B, D, E, F, G, H, I, J, K, L, M, N, O, P, Q, R, S, T, U) said 

that they learned new techniques and methods, and some methods used in workshops 

were very entertaining and creative. They added that people from different cultures and 

different countries came together for the same purpose and shared their professional 

experiences. Moreover, they stated that individuals with special needs are generally 



 

 

marginalized in society and that they have learned new methods and techniques to 

integrate these people socially and to do the environmental adaptation for these 

individuals. Moreover, the participants stated that they learned how to work with 

individuals with special needs in the festivals they organized and how to take care of these 

individuals. Regarding the question, O expressed his opinions with these words: “I got 

some good ideas of the workshop which I can use in my job, I teach children and there 

are always good ideas about icebreakers and such a thing. In our school in my country, 

there arre more and more children coming with disabilities, we do not have classes in 

university how to do that, so that’s why for me professionally it’s huge and meaningful.” 

Five participants (A, E, F, M, R) stated that they are motivated to organize festivals in 

their own countries, and that they learnt about the funding and organization of festivals. 

Besides, they stated that when they participated in these festivals, they gained new ideas 

about making artistic activities with individuals with special needs in their institutions, 

for example, they planned to establish a local disabled theatre in their institutions, and 

they were thinking of organizing awareness activities for individuals with special needs. 

Regarding the question, A expressed his opinions with these words: “This workshop and 

festival gave me a lot of ideas; I am planning to organize a little festival on the campus 

during the week of disabled. Also, I want to raise awareness about disabled people on 

campus. And I feel energized now.” 

Two participants (M and X) stated that they put forward more creative ideas about 

professionalization through festivals and learned the relationship of art with individuals 

with special needs and ways to bring them together with society. Regarding the question, 

M expressed his opinions with these words: “Definitely, this gives us input to make our 

work more professional, also to see how professionalization can be properly done. It gave 

input to be more creative.” V also expressed her opinions with these words:  “I can see 



 

 

the way how can I work with them (individuals with special needs) and help them to be a 

part of society which is also very important. The main idea can be expressed in the phrase 

which I heard and which impressed me so much”  

Focus group 

Participants (B, F, J, P, and R) stated that everyone expressed their opinions about the 

contribution of festivals to their professional lives without any stereotypes, they were 

more free and open-minded, they were not restricted, and they found their own identity 

through festivals. Regarding the question, J expressed his opinions with these words: “All 

of us feel free here. We are much more open-minded. We can be here what we are.” 

(Prague focus group, 09.05- 09.25).  

Besides, participant P expressed her thoughts and what he learned from festivals by 

saying "I think that I will use in my job that was the best part from me." (Belfast focus 

group, 13.36-13.45). They also stated that although festivals are at a micro level, they 

focused on very positive points about the inclusion of disadvantaged individuals in 

festivals. Participant F expressed his opinions with these words: “You know me working 

with Mary in the theatre workshop with them and Tony and Mary. Mary is an elderly lady 

I don't know her condition and stuff but it's really difficult to communicate. But it's we go 

we went past it and she amazed me Of course that's also how it happens in working with 

people with disability.” (F, Belfast focus group, 28.59- 30.11).  

Moreover, F and Q stated that young people with typical development learned how to 

behave towards individuals with disabilities and made an investment for the future with 

this information. Participant Q expressed her opinions with these words: Q “So I think 

that it's also kind of a future because kids learn to be together and that kind of people you 

know grownups.” (Belfast focus group, (31.01-32.19).  



 

 

Video 

Regarding the contribution of festivals to the professional lives of the participants, it is 

seen that the participants organize events together and share their experiences in the 

videos (Prague video recording, 1.33.-1.45; Belfast video recording, 0.23-0.42). Besides, 

in another activity (Prague video recording, 3.02-5.17), it is seen that the normally 

developing individual starts the activity with the individual with special needs and then 

the special needs individual performs alone on the stage. In this process, the person 

showing normal development guided other participants as well. Moreover, the presenter 

at the festival suggested that the person with special needs should do the activity with a 

shovel, considering the disability of the individual (Prague video recording, 5.29-6.36). 

In the activities in Belfast, it is seen that individuals with special needs and individuals 

with normal development did the activities together, support each other (Belfast video 

recording, 5.52-6.58) and practised how to work with individuals with special needs 

(Belfast video recording, 1.08-3.05). 

Discussion 

Even though informal adult learning is ignored and excluded from adult education policy, 

research, and practice, it essentially supports the more visible formal and non-formal 

learning and should be seen as effective learning for not only adult learners but also adult 

educators (Thomas 2016). Therefore, this study aimed to explore art festivals as places 

of informal learning and discover if the participants had experienced any informal 

learning during the festivals and, if so, has this learning contributed to their personal and 

professional development. Firstly, educators were asked their opinions on the festival, 

secondly what the contribution of the art festival to their personal development was, 

thirdly what the contribution of the art festival to their professional development was, and 

finally what they thought of the art festival and why.  



 

 

The first findings indicate that participants mostly see art festivals as a means of 

connecting people with disabilities and a chance to learn. Moreover, they expressed that 

art festivals are a sharing platform that brings different groups together. These results 

underscore the importance of informal learning took place during art festivals and are 

aligned with previous findings of using art events to gain knowledge, interest in specific 

topics, and engage emotionally (Grimberg, Williamson, and Key 2019), and to introduce 

different learning modalities (Gurnon, Voss-Andreae, and Stanley 2013; Land, 2013). 

Additionally, the increasing effectiveness of art events on learning (Czegledy 2014) is 

underlined.  

Regarding the benefits of the festival for personal development, participants mostly stated 

that they learnt new things, such as different cultures, things about arts, and things about 

disability. The findings indicate that adult educators empathized, gained a new 

perspective, became more patient, saw the positive effect of education and art, became 

more tolerant and open-minded, understand other cultures, and improved social skills. 

Similarly, the findings of the study of Quinn et al. (2011) revealed that art events 

increased positive attitudes, including positive representations of people’s contributions, 

and capabilities. They concluded that the arts can change stigma by constructing shared 

meanings, so national programmes should include carefully programmed, collaborative, 

community-based arts festivals to address stigma and to promote wellbeing, alongside 

public education approaches.  

Regarding the benefits of the festival for professional development, participants mostly 

stated that they learnt new methods and techniques. Moreover, they expressed that they 

gained motivation to organize a festival, became more creative and understood disability 

and arts better. Similarly, it is found in a study done to explore the music festival as a 



 

 

source of informal learning that the festival had positive effects on participants and 

contributed to their personal and professional developments (Karlsen 2007). 

The present study also contributes to the literature because it indicates the importance of 

informal learning on the personal and professional development of adult educators. 

Therefore, art festivals should be seen as a tool for informal learning for all age groups 

including adults. Policymakers and educational institutions should recognise the informal 

learnings gained during the normal flow of life. In other words, the findings of this study 

indicate that the experiences and informal learning of adult educators and adults during 

festivals contribute to their development. Moreover, adult education should be supported 

with informal learning, and the products of informal learning should be used to strengthen 

planned learning programmes. 

Conclusion 

In this digital era, it is not possible to limit learning in classes or formal environments. 

Especially, the use of new technologies and platforms reveal that people learn outside of 

physical or virtual classes. This changing perspective in education takes attention to the 

importance of informal settings on learning. Specifically adult learners who are out of 

formal schooling use any physical and digital platform and chance to learn new things. 

Therefore, these learnings should be made more visible and recognised by public 

authorities. Informal learning settings are very precious for people with SEN and those 

who work with this population (educators, artists, and professionals of all kinds). Not so 

long ago, it was very easy to neglect people with SEN in any educational policy or 

process. In fact, it was not even noticeable. People with special educational needs were 

neglected and marginalized, as were those who socialised with them. Therefore, both they 

and their educators should use any learning opportunity including informal learning to 

support their development. In the context of this article, adult educators might get the 



 

 

maximum benefit from any informal learning that took place during art festivals or other 

social activities to be more beneficial for their learners including people with SEN. It 

seems that the recent changes in education have been shown the importance of informal 

learning. Therefore, while fostering access to education for those with SEN, any chance 

of informal learning should be used to support the development of adult educators and 

people with SEN. Moreover, new strategies should be developed by policymakers to 

recognise informal learning took place in the normal flow of life. 
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