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Abstract 

media arts project, the University of Local 

Knowledge (ULK). ULK is simultaneously a critique of established academic institutions and 

disciplines and a system for self-organized learning among the residents of Knowle West, an 

area of south Bristol (UK). Beginning in 2009, the Knowle West Media Centre (KWMC) in 

Bristol facilitated this digital and face-to-face collaboration, aiming to uncover and celebrate 

local skills, talents and wisdom. While phase one of ULK focuses on making tacit knowledge 

explicit in videos, phase two is particularly concerned with how the content areas of the 

videos are organized or restructured by those who shared their experiences and ideas. This 

article examines ways in which ULK creates structures to invite Knowle West residents to 

participate in knowledge-sharing and self-organized learning.  

 

Keywords: Knowle West, local knowledge, community knowledge, self-organized learning, 

video art 

 

 

 

* Penny Evans is one of the founding members and Assistant Director of the award-winning 

media arts organization, Knowle West Media Centre. She has produced a number of 

nationally acclaimed media projects and has been central to developing programs which 

collaborative projects with public sector, business, government agencies and both universities 

in Bristol.  She currently sits on the Engaged University Steering group at University of 

Bristol.     

 

** Sharon Irish is a project coordinator with the Center for Digital Inclusion in the Graduate 

School of Library and Information Science at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. 

Also an art and architectural historian, she is author of the book, Suzanne Lacy: Spaces 

Between (2010), and has published extensively on the architecture of Cass Gilbert. 

 

Correspondence: pennyevans@kwmc.org.uk  



1  

Health Project of Hartcliffe Report, 1990 

-twenty-first-century media arts 

project, the University of Local Knowledge (ULK). ULK is simultaneously a critique of 

established academic institutions and disciplines and a system for self-organized learning 

among the residents of Knowle West, an area of south Bristol (UK). Beginning in 2009, the 

Knowle West Media Centre (KWMC) in Bristol facilitated this ambitious digital and face-to-

(Hall, 2011, p. 

183). Over the past four years, they have been asking: How does local knowledge connect to 

what happens in the rest of Bristol? Who are other brokers of knowledge and who decides 

what has intellectual rigor? The interaction of many of the content areas, within ULK and 

among other organizations, increases credibility for local knowledge. While phase one of 

ULK focuses on making tacit knowledge explicit in videos, phase two is particularly 

concerned with how content areas are organized by those who shared their skills, talents and 

ideas. This article examines ways in which ULK creates structures to invite Knowle West 

residents to participate in knowledge-sharing and self-organized learning.  

 

Knowle West, the Media Centre, and ULK 

 

Knowle West 

Predominantly consisting of social housing, this post-

indices of deprivation. The ward of Filwood which includes Knowle West officially ranks 

among the worst wards in England for poverty, unemployment, smoking, fear of crime, 

mental and physical health, educational under-achievement and low levels of skills and 

training (Bristol City Council, 2010, ff.). As a result of these official statistics, Knowle West 

has been the recipient of substantial resources, but the community has not necessarily 

 

 

KWMC is a non-profit organization that for nearly twenty years has been located in 

the o KWMC 

works with the residents to develop and support cultural, social and economic regeneration. 

Carolyn Hassan, director of KWMC, and Penny Evans, assistant director, are both artists with 

backgrounds in photography, filmmaking, social work, and organizing. Central to the 

organization's vision is the direct engagement and empowerment of the community at every 

ucation, employment, and 

local decision-making. The KWMC has a particular focus on digital media; it is committed to 

the exploration of excellent and innovative socially-engaged arts practice in a very local 

context, yet with international reach and influence. Artists, technologists, and academics work 

with the center to develop new ideas and ensure sustainable, locally-owned solutions, 

strategies, and interventions that will enable people to recognize their assets and thrive.   

 



In conversations with the community during the winter of 2009, KWMC staff 

explored ways to share and give value to some of the knowledge, skills, and expertise that 

reside in Knowle West. While 

estate, it represented an ambitious increase of engagement with people. ULK provided a 

structure to make a whole range of experiences accessible. Now ongoing, the two-part ULK is 

intended to have a large-scale impact in Knowle West through a breadth of engagement with 

the 5,500 households and a depth of relationship with individuals. ULK began by gathering 

community assets in the form of 1,000 videos from estate residents, but it is much more than a 

video art project. In addition to collection and organization of video conversations through a 

website (http://ulk.org.uk/), ULK also includes locally-based seminars, screenings, and 

related public events.  

 

ULK was conceived and produced by the KWMC, residents of Knowle West, the 

U.S.-based artist Suzanne Lacy, and project partners, Arnolfini (a contemporary arts center 

and gallery), University of Bristol, Bristol City Council (through Art and the Public Realm), 

and the BBC. In order to create ownership of ULK by the whole community, KWMC chose 

 the project as a media center initiative. Rather, the center acted as a facilitator 

of community involvement. Still, the trust that the KWMC had established in previous efforts 

and the ways in which the media center team was embedded in the community were crucial to 

the launch of ULK; many residents participated because KWMC was involved, whether or 

 

 

The Knowle West estate is a long, expensive bus ride from the center of Bristol; the 

clusters of houses are encircled by open space that provides a buffer from central Bristol 

below, yet also increases the distance from some urban amenities. (Figure 2) Knowle West is 

a resilient community, however, with very strong sense of community and close family 

networks. Many use the undeveloped land to graze horses, harvest produce, catch rabbits, and 

race pigeons. (Figure 3) Knowle West-born born in 1968 as 

Adrian Nicholas Matthews Thaws) n 2008; his single, 

rote and performed at the 

  

 

The artist collaborating on ULK with KWMC, Suzanne Lacy, has been a leader in 

feminist culture and politics since the 1970s. In 2009, Lacy began a doctoral program at 

involvement there as a visiting professor. During her initial time in Aberdeen, she met the 

visited Bristol, Trevor showed her around and introduced her to the KWMC. Lacy was 

interested in the collaborative practice of Penny Evans and Carolyn Hassan at the media 

center and Evans and Hassan were interested in Lacy as a feminist and artist-mentor. At this 

early stage, however, there was no funding for a joint project.  



 

participants into her long-term, complex art works. When Lacy and the media center staff 

which Lacy, Evans and Hassan were very familiar. The media center  regularly involves its 

constituencies with video and audio production, large-scale projects involving multiple 

organizations, and digital inclusion activities that span the arts and social issues. It is not 

surprising, then, that these artists were drawn to each other. Other approaches for engagement 

with Knowle West residents included local conversations called seminars--witnessed by 

interested onlookers. Lacy also suggested that some of these conversations occur among cars 

parked in formation, and others over group meals to amplify their impact. (Figure 4) 

 

-

union policies prior to and during the National Union of Mineworkers pit strike in 1984-85; 

visiting Greenham Common and marching with the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament 

against the Polaris missiles being put into place in the UK; and developing political theatre at 

-it-

yourself (DIY) spirit and the production of alternative spaces and platforms, also informs 

ULK. Hassan has an education in photography, film and media, and also in social work. She 

is particularly interested in a collaborative practice that demonstrates the role of the arts in 

grass roots activism through the sustained development of an organization that maintains 

close links with the surrounding community. Lacy's experiences with long-term, large-scale 

projects, deep engagement with communities, and with negotiating complex partnerships, 

resonated with both Evans and Hassan.  

 

emerge out of relationships among people. As Mark Smith noted in Local Education (2000), 

eir heads as 

the words of Steve Belgium, the KWMC caretaker, who has lived on the estate for most of his 

 a bit of everything and you get on 

Belgium, Irish interview, June 29, 2010). 

 

ULK: Definitions and Purposes 

 

 Guy Berger 

and Pierre Duquet (1982) noted in their report for the Centre for Educational Research and 



from people interconnected in time and place. Ira Harkavy and John Puckett (1994) stress that 

 

 

nically because its framework is 

decidedly informal and voluntary. Barry Walsh, one of the contributors to a ULK video on 

(ULK, 2011). By enabling ULK participants to share a broad range of information and skills 

not only through short videos, but also through public screenings of the videos, conversations, 

and meals, ULK activities contribute to a pool of knowledge that is animated by real people 

who learn in a variety of ways. This ever-shifting flow of information can be organized and 

re-organized to connect apparently disparate ideas, or to support an innovative combination of 

skills to meet a need. Knowle West resident Lesley Belgium created a drawing in 2009 

showing interrelated ideas about rabbiting, connecting many disciplines in her scheme. 

(Figure 5) 

 

How does the University of Local Knowledge relate to progressive education, the 

community-centered networks and generational family exchanges of knowledge, and the 

conversations and reciprocal relationships that characterize progressive educational 

approaches. Central to ULK is a vision that makes the boundaries permeable between the 

media center, the council estate residents and other institutions in Bristol. Similarly, 

progressive educators have long supported the infusion of lived experience into curricula, and 

curricula that engage with situated issues.  

 

Making the expertise, wisdom and cultures of Knowle West residents visible and 

explicit, and linking it to other knowledge within and outside of the estate, validates 

previously-tacit knowledge. Connecting local knowledge to other sources of information may 

generate new investigations and audiences. Sandra Manson, the KWMC Youth Media 

it happen? We are not speaking for people; we are not giving them a voice. They have a 

voice. We are just providing the platform, the outlet, for that. I think ULK has provided this 

makes people feel that they have a skill, that they are valued and have something to share. It 

 

 

Fraser Ford, a resident of south Bristol who has participated in a number of media 

be honest. If people know it, then they share it, then 

June 29, 2010). 

digitized knowledge from individuals. ULK is a city-wide effort to connect educational and 

cultural institutions in Bristol to each other as well as to social enterprises. Iris Eiting, CEO of 

the charity Re:Work in Knowle West (http://www.reworkltd.org.uk), said of the ULK 



collaborations: 

different agendas of the organ

value ea  

 

According to a city report, 

and Training] deprivation. Four [areas, including two in Filwood] are in the most deprived 

 p. 39).  There is no high school in Knowle West, 

for example. Identified as educationally deprived by government agencies, then, Evans and 

her team ask: how might residents be convinced to share their knowledge, view their 

experiences as valid ways of knowing, and expand their learning networks? It is crucial that 

ULK be accessible and not scare away participants, as happens with the other universities in 

Bristol.  

 

Bristol has two formal institutions of higher education, the University of Bristol 

(UoB) and the University of the West of England (UWE). In the last decade, access to public 

institutions of higher education in the U.K. has shifted as admission of students from private 

schools has risen along with the cost of fees. Tuition fees were first introduced in the UK in 

1998; now for new full-

2012; Mulholland, 2010). While fee waivers are available for low-income students, they are 

not offered to those attending part-time. In short, the local universities in Bristol are culturally 

and financially at a great distance from south Bristol residents like those in Knowle West and 

however, residents of Knowle West view the university as a very intimidating place; they 

in north Bristol, so they also are geographically far from the estate in the south.  

 

Methods of Inquiry: Gathering the Videos 

 

Evans observed in Knowle West that really valuable knowledge and expertise often 

was not acknowledged or valued if it came from life and circumstance, and was stored in the 

body and not in textbooks. Rather than lose that kno

experiences, Evans and her colleagues based on long acquaintance with the community

residents had been given flip cameras, for example, or approached the filming as interviews, 

Evans believes that many of the residents would not have shared, recognized, or identified 

video 

  

 

As creative director, Evans has been intimately involved in ULK from its inception, 

collaborating since 2009 with Knowle West community members, media center staff, 



institutions in Bristol, international artists, and government entities. She was involved in 

every aspect of the conception, administration, implementation and production of ULK from 

the start, but she particularly directed and edited video, shot and edited photographs, and 

raised funds tirelessly.2 

 

The KWMC adopted various strategies to create the ambitious collection of ULK 

videos; the center organized discussions around themes, for example. Initiating new 

relationships, talking about the concepts of ULK, and inviting people to discuss what they 

might like to share with the rest of their community created momentum and a sense of 

ownership around the project. The subsequent video conversations were filmed in local 

venues--private homes, garages, dance halls, football pitches, and gardens--as well as specific 

filming days at the KWMC.  

 

To expand the visibility of ULK, bring in more participants, and gain feedback from 

contributors, the center distributed specially-designed postcards to write down knowledge and 

-of-

mouth, which is the most common way of sharing information in Knowle West. A communal 

unity center helped launch ULK by announcing 

the project to the estate residents and providing a locally-sourced sit-down meal for about 250 

people in attendance, along with entertainment and opportunities to create and view videos. 

local knowledge of the attendees. Six public screenings of the videos then occurred in 

different parts of the estate.   

 

 University 

of Bristol. The seminars entailed discussion-based conversations among estate residents and 

those from elsewhere in Bristol who shared similar interests, on subjects ranging from equine 

welfare to education and exclusion (or school suspension, as it is called in some countries). 

Individual experts in Knowle West who were willing to share their knowledge and/or 

interpretation of a subject in a public exchange were paired with academics who had an 

interest in discussing the same subjects. The seminars aimed to integrate different 

communities on equal footing around topics of common interest. All of these approaches

communal meals, seminars, video screenings, postcards--are structures of participation 

intended to expand the network of people involved in ULK and, by extension, the knowledge 

gathered and generated.  

 

conditions. Further, audio interviews conducted by Irish supplemented the videos. For 

example, Irish spoke with Davina Froom, a former youth worker with the Knowle West 

Media Centre. When asked how she explained ULK to people, she said:  

 

LK is about getting knowledge from everybody else 



down into simpler terms, especially when I am working with young people because 

they find it really hard to understand big words, just like I did when I was younger. 

 

 

deos were screened during the 

Ford, Irish interview, June 29, 2010). Both Ford and Froom are in their early twenties. Clearly 

-putting connotations, 

including of presumptuous people (suit people) giving unwelcome instructions.  

Irish visited Bristol when Lacy and the media center were preparing to launch ULK. 

As of this writing, Irish has interviewed about twenty people (some more than once) during 

two visits to Bristol, in June 2010 and June 2011, and participated in the ULK inaugural 

event, Lunch on the Green, in 2010. She also witnessed three of the four seminars in 2011.3 

Irish also used the Local Studies Collection of the Bristol Central Library.  

Local Knowledge in Knowle West 

 

Few people on the estate aspire to obtaining a university degree in part because there 

are few role models, and because there are no high schools on the estate. A long-time resident 

of the estate, Denise Britt, noted: 

 

school in Knowle West at all. And our children now got to go to about half a dozen, 

probably it could be more, secondary schools, across the estate. And out of those they 

 the schools and they started to run 

 

 

When our children started going to different schools, there was lots of trouble  

mixing wit

to the kids; there was lots of bullying. It also has a knock-on for the after-school clubs 

because the schools are so far away. They all got to travel across major roads to be 

able t

the after-

long run (ULK, 2011). 

 

- the bullying, the 

social isolation, and the limits to participating in after-school activities include a 

compounding and pervasive lack of confidence in themselves on the part of Knowle West 

residents. Resident and university graduate Emily Smith noted in a ULK video: 



 

n a lot 

maybe cleaners. Their parents or their grandparents cleaning, or manual labor. They 

 

degree (I got a very reasonable degree), I remember leaving and was looking in the 

Evening Post 

the most important thing that our schools can instill in our children in Knowle 

West I have children now--is the confidence in their own abilities and that actually 

they can achieve anything they want if they set their minds to it. For so long we have 

been pu  

 

 

for most south Bristol residents, financially out o

universities the University of Bristol and the University of the West of England likely 

seem far removed from most young people in south Bristol. Smith further examined how 

situated knowledge. He asked: 

th, 2000, p. 17). Gail Bevan from Knowle West stressed 

the importance of knowledge and place at a 2012 workshop, Exploring Change and the 

Future of Bristol: New Ideals, Visions and Concepts

been done where the person fee

 

 

Knowledge is literally located in place, time, and relationships. It emerges or is 

validated when the sharer hears him/herself telling a camera or another person something that 

they know from experience or observation. When knowledge is exchanged between 

generations, time becomes a factor as well. Because context is so critical for meaning, ULK 

provides a variety of structures for participants to join, assemble, organize, and adapt 

adopted, for example, reflects on her experiences in a video interview. Watching the video of 

herself reflecting, she has the opportunity to hear herself, at a slight remove, via the digital 

account. This act of self-revelation is a means of knowledge creation through media. In a 

ssues 

related to carers, she not only listens to herself, but others witness her stories, and she 

edge.  

 

The expertise of KWMC staffer Steve Belgium demonstrates how knowledge is 

based in relationships often across generations--and in place. By preference, habit and 



necessity, his Romany family has been foraging, raising, and hunting food for several 

generations. (Figure 7) While plucking a pheasant in front of the video camera he said: 

 

w

wa

2011). 

 

dren, all of 

-

generationally. In Local Education

individual mind as in interactions between people in commu  

 

ULK allows participants to link oppressive and embodied challenges such as school 

exclusions (called suspensions in the US) and unemployment, for example, to generative 

performances such as composing poetry and raising rabbits for food, among hundreds of other 

social and artistic framework of ULK--multiple ways of making tacit knowledge explicit--

various people can connect ideas at their own pace, in their particular situation. As Raphael 

 

 

Part Two of ULK: The Website and Beyond 

 

Emily Smith, who went to the University of Bristol in the 1990s, recounted her post-

graduation experience. 

ou get 

Youth Media Coordinator, who grew up in Knowle West and continues to live and work 

Manson observed:  

w, June 29, 2010) 

 

or rough. While that is all well and good, the positive aims of ULK now are to include more 

ledge. Further, by using a web-

based interface, the ULK project can extend beyond south Bristol and contribute to 

knowledge in locales outside the estate. The ULK website is crucially more than a digital 

representation of discrete individuals; it is a site of knowledge exchange and restructuring of 



that knowledge through juxtaposition and creation. ULK is shifting even as it is being created 

beyond gatekeepers and people who regularly engage in such opportunities, to work with 

people who are not usually involved. This involves expanding networks beyond those that 

who might be i

Coordinator in Knowle West, described one group of people whom ULK especially wants to 

actually have  

 

The second phase of ULK, now underway, combines embodied and digital 

mirroring an undergraduate orientation, was held in Knowle West to showcase and launch the 

website and publicize local groups and businesses, such as clubs and exercise programs. 

-

building their own structures for learning and sharing. (Figure 9) 

upload new knowledge. There have been over eighteen thousand views of the videos! Those 

who participate in making and sharing their playlists are ULK lecturers; when new material 

can be uploaded, those doing so may join a faculty. There will be further recognition via 

graduation ceremonies. In contrast to the costly institutions of higher education in Bristol, 

ULK is an accessible university, with distributed knowledge-sharing and no fees.  

 

As community audiences increasingly become content providers as well content users 

(prosumers), the lines blur between doing and viewing, teaching and learning. The video 

archive of ULK will be publicly accessible and, to an extent still being determined, editable. 

The 

how they had initially been categorized within th

be solved merely as troubles, but must be understood in terms of public issues and in terms 

of the problems of history maki

 

 

Living as Form was a 2011 exhibition (and now book) organized by Nato Thompson, 

chief curator of Creative Time. Thompson (2012) claims that the projects he selected 

ways of life that emphasize participation, challenge power, and 

span disciplines ranging from urban planning and community work to theater and the visual 

bit, and his words 

provide a usefully broad context for ULK: 

 

In a world of vast cultural production, the arts have become an instructive space to 



gain valuable skill sets in the techniques of performativity, representation, aesthetics, 

and the creation of 

knowledge in other words, you have to share what you know. Researchers and 

scientists [and educators] who feel a sense of political urgency to disseminate their 

findings might use the skill sets of symbolic manipulation and performativity in order 

to get their message out (pp. 22, 24). 

ULK has introduced structures for Knowle West residents to perform and share their 

knowledge in videos, represent their experiences and feelings within an arts framework, and 

connect what they know to larger issues in their own locale as well as Bristol as a whole. As 

the website link is disseminated in the next year, the online organization, expansion, and 

restructuring of community knowledge will instantiate the shifting networks of learning that 

provide lifelong challenges and upliftment. 

Endnotes:  

1 Quoted by A. Ravetz, 2001, Council Housing and Culture: The History of a Social Experiment, p. 

226.  

The authors would like to thank Jon Gant at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, Mike 

Fraser, Susanna Martin, and Wan Yee at the University of Bristol, and Caitlin Kennedy and Nicky 

Williams, as well as the anonymous readers of this article.  

 
2 Additional funders included Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC)/Digital 

PLaCE: Place Location Context and Environment; the Arts Council England; National Coordinating 

Centre; and Quartet. The total produ

needs to be raised. 

 
3 Evans has signed release forms for all the video participants. Irish received Institutional Review 

Board approval from the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign to conduct interviews with ULK 

participants over a three-year period. (IRB #10738) Irish conducted interviews in Bristol with Michelle 

Baughan, Steve Belgium, Jane Bradley, Karron Chaplin, Rachel Clarke, Paul Coyne, Martha Crean, 

Iris Eiting, Penny Evans, Fraser Ford, Davina Froom, Roz Hall, Carolyn Hassan, Ken Jones, Suzanne 

Lacy, Sandra Manson, Tom Trevor, and Misty Tunks. (No one requested anonymity; oral consent was 

obtained.)  
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Appendix

 

  

Figure 1. Knowle West Media Centre, Bristol, UK. The straw bale building has a computer 

lab, auditorium/gallery, sound studio, and office space for rent, among other amenities. Photo 

courtesy of Knowle West Media Centre. 

 



 

 

Figure 2. Aerial view of Knowle West showing the triangular open space in front of the 

community center, where the ULK Lunch on Green was launched in June 2010. Shops and 

flats face the green on the other sides. Photo courtesy of Knowle West Media Centre. 

 

 



 

Figure 3. Knowle West, Bristol, viewed from the surrounding green space. Photo courtesy of 

Knowle West Media Centre. 

 

 

Figure 4. Knowle West resident Ted Cockeral sharing his knowledge about classic cars with 

Penny Evans. Louie Blystad Collins is on the camera.  Photo courtesy of Knowle West Media 

Centre.  



 

 

Figure 5. Diagram of Rabbiting Knowledge, based on a 2009 drawing by Lesley Belgium. 

Courtesy of University of Bristol. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Michelle Baughan, videographer from San Francisco, helps record local knowledge. Another 

video crew works behind her. A sit-down meal was just one of the activities of the afternoon, 

nd creating of video 

vignettes. Photo courtesy Knowle West Media Centre. 



 
 

Figure 7. Steve Belgium plucking a pheasant. Photo courtesy of Knowle West Media Centre. 

 



Figure 8. Freshers Fayre, showing balloon artist and literature table at the Knowle West 

Media Centre. Photo courtesy of Knowle West Media Centre. 

 

 



 

 

-

videos, 2013, Joff Winterhart, artist. Courtesy of Knowle West Media Centre. 

 

 


