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ARTS AND JUSTICE IN PRACTICE: COMMUNITIES

WOW, Alloa.

WOW
Women Only Workshops Alloa: innovation
in community justice and arts for women

Emma Wilson
THE NUMBER of community based settings just for women
involved in the criminal justice system could be counted on one
hand. The number that are to be found outside of the larger
urban centres of Glasgow and Edinburgh are even fewer. The
problem is not just about numbers. If we are to really engage
with women, drawing them out, building them up, holding
them to account, we need to do more than note women’s
specific needs and differences from men. We need to do
something about it.

“I have enjoyed each session. Some
days I wasn’t wanting to leave the
house but the thought of going to WOW
group made me get up and go out.”
This is where the Women Only Workshops, and the
creative approach which is integral to it, comes in. WOW is a
16-week programme based in the Forth Valley (run by Apex
and benefiting from its long term partnership with Stirling
and Clackmannanshire Criminal Justice Social Work), designed
to be inclusive and accessible to a variety of women in the
community. This includes those who are serving or have served
community orders, those on release from custody and also
those deemed at risk of offending or who face additional and
complex barriers to maintaining a positive lifestyle.
After an initial four week period when a staff mentor
and the women get a feel for each other and the dynamic
of the group, the next eight weeks is the core programme.
It is in this second stage that the connection of arts and
justice really comes alive, forming a crucial element of the
programme. Women participating in WOW are likely to have
chaotic lifestyles, face complex issues and trauma, and as a
consequence, their ability to attend, engage and concentrate
is poor. In addition, the women can be low skilled, face issues
with literacy and have low self confidence, all impacting
their ability to engage fully. This context dictated the need
to offer a diverse learning environment for the women, by
balancing delivery of topics such as budgeting or criminal
record disclosure with creative activity to promote and sustain
engagement. Arts have provided a mechanism to allow women
to bring their own skills to the group and to allow others to
learn new skills, to reignite their interest and desire for learning
20

generally and to improve self confidence through successfully
achieving the creation of something.
In one session, the group designed their own personalised
‘toolbag’. This became a place to store information and advice
gained throughout WOW, with each woman deciding what
was important for her to keep whether a stress management
technique or a recipe for a healthy family meal. This proved a
simple but a very effective approach for the women to retain
what they had learned from the programme, and to take it
home with them. More than a container of useful information,
it also now provides a memento of a positive and shared
experience of making and being in a group.
Another set of sessions sought to re-engage women
with nature. In partnership with Alva Ecolodge and taking
advantage of our semi-rural location, workshops were held
in nature spots of the women’s local area. Here, the women
composed environmental art through photography and
sculpture, using a combination of natural and recycled
materials donated by the local recycling centre. An exhibition
held in The Hub in Alloa offered a rare chance for the
women to receive public attention in a positive light and to
see themselves thereby as artists and contributors to the
community.

I have learnt to understand you can’t
change things but it’s about how to
cope.
The last four weeks of the programme offers a chance to
reflect on gains made and work to keep these going in the
women’s lives after they leave. The women desire to sustain
peer support groups and to continue sharing skills, including
arts. We at Apex who have been involved in this unique venture
have learned that while needs may be easily identified, these
cannot be addressed in an isolated or dictatorial way. Arts and
the art projects have been a way to get us involved in a shared
activity, to see ourselves as both learners and teachers, to
develop a foundational layer of curiosity, hope and playfulness.
These are as essential to survival as any practical skill.

Emma Wilson is Apex Scotland’s service development
manager: Forth Valley & Tayside.
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