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BACKGROUND  

This project report explores how POLSKI – a curated Polish artists-in-residence programme in a 

publicly funded primary school in Edinburgh is changing access since 2015 for all pupils aged 3 to 

12 years including those from Polish heritage, to contemporary visual and performing arts from 

both curatorial and institutional perspective. The report considers the curatorial perspectives and 

experiences of the curator-in-residence at Abbeyhill Primary School in Edinburgh working in 

collaboration with the curators of Edinburgh-based Polish Contemporary Art Organisation and the 

contemporary artists-in-residence of Polish origin, as well as the institutional perspectives of the 

staff of Abbeyhill Primary School and the interdependent committee members of the Edinburgh’s 

annual community arts festival Colony of Artists.   

 

Whereas previously the art pedagogy at primary school level was delivered by non-arts-trained 

class teachers, the innovative artists-in-residence programme at Abbeyhill Primary School, which 

incorporates POLSKI at its heart, enables this delivery to be aided by professional contemporary 

curators and artists, including those of Polish descent. This presents opportunities and challenges 

for primary schools and independent curators around Scotland and beyond on how to adopt such 

artists-in-residence programmes and curatorial tools such as POLSKI, and the potential for making 

them sustainable at scale beyond the boundaries of Abbeyhill Primary School and Colony of Artists 

festival.  

 

ABBEYHILL PRIMARY SCHOOL 
 

Abbeyhill Primary School is the only publicly funded primary school in Scotland and the only one 

out of 85 such schools in Edinburgh with an innovative curated programme of professional artists-

in-residence, including those of Polish descent, spreading the wonder of contemporary expressive 

arts to every pupil in and outside the classroom. Committed to innovation, the school strives to 

provide a varied, flexible, stimulating and vibrant national curriculum complimented by its curated 

programme of professional artists-in-residence that engages every year its 200 pupils from Nursery 

to Primary 7, including those from Polish descent as the largest group of EU nationals represented 

in the school with an estimate of at least 25% of all pupils.  

Since its inception in 2013 the programme led by the curator-in-residence has been integrated in 

the Curriculum for Excellence at the school through the collaboration with the annual Colony of 

Artists community art festival bringing over 50 resident artists, including over 15 resident artists of 

Polish heritage and over 30 project partners, including Polish Contemporary Art Organisation.  

POLISH CONTEMPORARY ART ORGANISATION  

In 2015, in response to the largest community of Polish families concentrated in Edinburgh and in 

Abbeyhill Primary School, the residency programme was extended to include a particular strand for 

artists and curators based in Scotland but of Polish heritage. The curator-in-residence Iliyana 

Nedkova invited fellow art historians Iga Bozyk and Patrycja Godula of Edinburgh-based Polish 

Contemporary Art Organisation to contribute to the ongoing artists-in-residence programme at the 

school. This invitation led to the new co-curatorial initiative entitled POLSKI with the intention to 

showcase Polish artists and artists of Polish descent at different stages of their artistic practice 

working with various media — photography, creative writing, printmaking, installation, collage, film, 
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circus, ceramics and performance – as part of the wider residency programme at Abbeyhill Primary 

School, all culminating in the annual Colony of Artists community arts festival.  

In 2021, POLSKI celebrates its seventh consecutive year at Abbeyhill Primary School and Colony 

of Artists festival and continues to explore the role of artists and creativity in these extraordinary 

times of multiple crises. Unsurprisingly, the Polish nationals remain number one in all ten Scottish 

local authorities and are particularly concentrated in Edinburgh, as the latest EU Settlement 

Scheme statistics for Scotland have shown. 

In addition, the annual Handbooks at Abbeyhill Primary School state the vision for nurturing the link 

with the local communities cluster schools and other educational institutions, including through the 

Polish artists-in-residence programme and a membership of Cultural Learning Alliance .This vision 

aligns with the potential of the POLSKI residency programme to be scaled up and rolled out to 

benefit all children and young people across Scotland ensuring their meaningful access and human 

right to art and culture.  

The Polish artists-in-residence programme at Abbeyhill Primary School is also in line with the 

strategic goals of the Government of the Republic of Poland towards the Polish diaspora and Poles 

living outside of Poland, especially when it comes to strengthening the position of the Polish 

community abroad by increasing the effectiveness of their activities through increased participation 

in the public life of the countries of residence. Since 2015 POLSKI could be considered as a major 

success story facilitating creative forms of internal communication and cooperation between the 

Polish community and Poles living in Scotland, realized through: 

• the cultural leadership of an Edinburgh-based Polish community organization known as 

Polish Contemporary Art Organisation 

• the development of the ties of the young generation of Scots with Poland through the 

involvement of all school children and young people aged 3-12 years at Edinburgh’s 

Abbeyhill Primary School  

• the indirect yet sustained cooperation with the Scottish local government of Edinburgh City 

Council who funds Abbeyhill Primary School  

• the showcasing of outstanding figures of opinion-forming importance such as the 15 

independent freelance artists undertaking the POLSKI residencies at the primary school  

P IS FOR POLSKI 

The POLSKI residency fits firmly within the Abbeyhill Primary School mission to be an innovation 

leader in both the expressive arts education, independent curatorship and community festivals. 

POLSKI builds on the success of its predecessor entitled WAVES – a group exhibition curated by 

Polish Contemporary Art Organisation. While WAVES stands for the constant movement, outflow 

and influx of Polish talent to the British shores, POLSKI extends this metaphor to include the 

migration wave of Polish families and young people that started in 2004 when Poland joined the 

European Union. POLSKI focuses on the ripples of creativity at the heart of Edinburgh’s Abbeyhill 

Primary School by inviting up to 3 Polish artists-in-residence per year to bring the wonder of 

contemporary art in the classroom to every learner from Primary 1 to 7 through a series of 

residency projects all celebrated  through exhibitions, performances, talks and publications at the 

annual festival Colony of Artists – free for the public to attend with audiences reaching 2,000 

visitors over the festival weekend.  

The POLSKI project couldn’t have been possible without the ongoing financial project support of 

the Consulate General of the Republic of Poland in Edinburgh since 2015/16 onwards, as well as 

https://citizensrightsproject.org/2020/09/09/eu-settlement-scheme-statistics-for-scotland/
https://citizensrightsproject.org/2020/09/09/eu-settlement-scheme-statistics-for-scotland/
https://citizensrightsproject.org/2020/09/09/eu-settlement-scheme-statistics-for-scotland/
https://abbeyhillprimary.files.wordpress.com/2021/10/abbeyhill-primary-school-handbook-2021-22.pdf
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/2020/05/19/a-right-to-art-and-culture-for-every-child/
https://www.gov.pl/web/dyplomacja/rzadowy-program-wspolprac-z-polonia-i-polakami-za-granica-w-latach-2015-2020
https://www.gov.pl/web/dyplomacja/rzadowy-program-wspolprac-z-polonia-i-polakami-za-granica-w-latach-2015-2020
https://www.gov.pl/web/dyplomacja/rzadowy-program-wspolprac-z-polonia-i-polakami-za-granica-w-latach-2015-2020
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the in-kind support of the Colony of Artists festival and the active involvement of all the Polish 

families and young people at the school and the wider Abbeyhill community. 

Whereas each Polish resident artist would bring unique project aims to the classroom, the 

overarching aims of the POLSKI programme of residency and festival activities at Abbeyhill 

Primary School and Colony of Artists haven’t wavered from their initial aims, including:  

 

• support, activation and mobilization of the Polish community 

To this end, POLSKI aims to unite and activate the community of Polish parents and grandparents 

at Abbeyhill Primary School who, through active participation in this project, have the opportunity to 

get to know each other, exchange views and experiences related to the needs of the Polish 

children studying in Scotland or those of mixed Polish and Scottish heritage. Exemplary would be 

the POLSKI project launch as part of the summery, fun-filled Carnival at Abbeyhill Primary School 

on 4th June 2016 attended by over 500 guests from the local community, including the Polish 

parents and grandparents. In the carnivalesque spirit of this open doors, one-off festival the 

POLSKI co-curators Patrycja Godula and Iga Bozyk of the Polish Contemporary Art Organisation 

were disguised as Polonaise Dancers or Wojtek the Polish WWII Bear and alongside the curator-

in-residence Iliyana Nedkova spread the word about the start of the POLSKI project with the first 

Polish artist-in-residence Dawid Gumula and its premiere in September 2016 as part of the Colony 

of Artists festival. It was at the Carnival that Leighann Dudley, Scottish bagpipe artist-in-residence 

and Theresa Pickles, designer-in-residence at Abbeyhill Primary School, joined the POLSKI project 

by re-discovering the long-standing Polish connections in their families.  

 

• cooperation with the local government through one of its education institutions, i.e. 

Abbeyhill Primary School  

To this end, POLSKI aims to stimulate a debate about the creative needs of the pupils of the Polish 

diaspora and Poles living in Scotland attending Abbeyhill Primary School especially in the context 

following the United Kingdom European Union membership referendum on 23 June 2016. In his 

capacity as the Principal Teacher, Keith Martin has been the lead on the POLSKI artists-in-

residence programme at Abbeyhill Primary School from its inception in 2015/16 and together with 

the Head Teacher Sally Ketchin has supported the curator-in-residence and the co-curators of the 

Polish Contemporary Art Organisation in all the iterations of the residencies, including as a class 

teacher hosting and adopting POLSKI artist-in-residence such as Kristin Mojsiewicz, artist and 

lecturer at Edinburgh College of Art, University of Edinburgh. Kristin was invited as one of the 

POLSKI artist-in-residence at Abbeyhill Primary School working with Keith Martin’s Primary 6 class 

throughout the academic session 2017/18. The residency included an exploratory class trip to The 

Great Polish Map of Scotland, known as Mapa Scotland, just ahead of its official reopening in 

April 2018 in the Scottish Borders. Kristin and her young co-artists looked at landscapes and scale 

models afresh, working from observation and their imagination to produce drawings and 

sculptures. 

 
“We were so intrigued to hear about those summers that the Polish university students spent 

making the concrete sculpture during the 1970s; how the derelict sculpture came to be 

rediscovered in the 1990s; how the grounds at Mapa Scotland were once used for the training of 

the Polish Air Force Officers who protected the British Isles during the Second World War. It was 

so inspiring to experience this significant site first-hand, through our own creativity, reflecting on 

ideas of heritage, geography, languages, gratitude and history.” Keith Martin, Principal Teacher 
 

• strengthening, activation and mobilization of Polish artistic circles in Scotland  

To this end, POLSKI aims to provide professional development in a formal education setting such 

as publicly funded primary school to artists and curators of Polish heritage and therefore promote 

Polish contemporary art and culture in Scotland during the Colony of Artists festival. Exemplary 

https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/artists-2/dawid-gumula/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/artists-2/dawid-gumula/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/artists-2/leighann-dudley/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/artists-2/kristin-mojsiewicz/
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would be the impressive line-up of POLSKI artists featured since 2015, including Zu Dominiak, 

Joanna Lubonska, Dawid Gumula, Jolanta Dolewska, Monika Szydlowska, Anna York, Robert 

Motyka, Agnieszka Mietkiewicz, Kristin Mojsiewicz, Sylwia Kolasinska, Monika Szydlowska, Romy 

Danielewicz, Sylwia Kowalczyk and Izabela Walkowiak-Radcliffe  

 

 

• enabling the exchange of knowledge and experience between Polish and British 

artistic circles 

To this end, POLSKI aims to facilitate the cooperation of the Polish art historians and curators of 

the Polish Contemporary Art Organisation with British curators, including the curator-in-residence 

at Abbeyhill Primary School, as well as the cooperation and exposure of the Polish resident artists 

with the other Scottish and international artists-in-residence in the school, promoters of Polish 

contemporary art in Scotland and the UK. Exemplary would be the yearly public celebration of the 

outcome of the POLSKI residencies at the annual Colony of Artists festival which was established 

in 2005. Every third weekend in September since 2005, for the last 16 years the doors of Abbeyhill 

Primary School – with its two Victorian buildings and large playground – open wide to over 1,000 

guests as one of the exhibition venues of the Colony of Artists festival showcasing the work of all 

artist-in-residence since 2014, including the Polish resident artists since 2016 onwards. Even when 

the smallest global disruptor known as COVID-19 interfered in 2020 and 2021 and the school 

buidings had to remain closed to the public for the safety of the young learners and their teachers, 

the artists-in-residency projects, including the POLSKI ‘migrated’ to three new exhibition platforms 

instead – windows, screens and greens! It was the windows of the school, the screens at the 

festival guests’ fingertips and the urban greens at Holyrood Park and Leith Dockers Club that the 

artists-in-residence, including those POLSKI artists such as Agnieszka Mietkiewicz, Romy 

Danielewicz and Sylwia Kowalczyk took over for the 2021 festival line up under the title 

WINDOWS, SCREENS & GREENS! reaching over 2,000 visitors.  

 

• promotion of the Polish language, Polish talent as well as Polish contemporary art 

and culture in the UK  

To this end, POLSKI aim to promote Polish cultural context as well as tolerance and acceptance of 

the Polish national minority in post-Brexit Scotland. Exemplary would be the latest POLSKI 

residency of the Romy Danielewicz – performance artist-in-residence at Abbeyhill Primary School 

throughout 2020 and 2021. The outcome of her in-person and digital residencies premiered at 

Colony of Artists festivals 2020 and 2021 and featured the audio play Party Portal, the 

accompanying documentary The Jewels are Missing and the short story Crystal Animals and the 

Ocean Planet. While they all chart the progress of an experiment in collective authorship and 

performance making with Primary 4 and 5 pupils conducted by Romy Danielewicz, it is the short 

story – cautionary tale of planetary crisis, cake fights, time travel, birthday parties, which is based 

on old Polish legends. Read the short story Crystal Animals and the Ocean Planet by downloading 

it here  

 

Another example would be the Honorary artist-in-residency project of Monika Szydlowska. As a 

practicing contemporary visual artist, Warsaw-born and Edinburgh-based since 2013, Monika is the 

author of the bilingual (Polish and English) comic book phenomenon Na Emigracji (On 

Immigration). The POLSKI project enabled Monika to achieve two goals: deliver a public talk in 

conversation with comic book art historian and Edinburgh-based Scottish artist Chris Byrne as part 

of Colony of Artists 2016 festival; and donate half a dozen signed copies of her newly published 

bilingual book of watercolour illustrations entitled Do You Miss Your Country to Abbeyhill Primary 

School Library in 2016 inspiring generations of post-Brexit 2016 bilingual readers to share their 

own stories of cultural anxieties and positive experiences. 

https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/zu-dominiak/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/artists-2/joanna-lubonska/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/artists-2/dawid-gumula/
https://www.facebook.com/events/659921087496276/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/artists-2/kristin-mojsiewicz/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/artists-2/monika-swydlowska/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/2020/04/06/performance-art-residency-continues-under-coronavirus-lockdown/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/2020/04/06/performance-art-residency-continues-under-coronavirus-lockdown/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/2020/04/29/surrealism-for-surreal-times/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/2020/04/06/performance-art-residency-continues-under-coronavirus-lockdown/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/2020/04/06/performance-art-residency-continues-under-coronavirus-lockdown/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/2020/04/29/surrealism-for-surreal-times/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/2021-2/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/2021-2/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/2021-2/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.files.wordpress.com/2021/09/crystal-animals-and-the-ocean-planet.docx
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.files.wordpress.com/2021/09/crystal-animals-and-the-ocean-planet.docx
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/artists-2/monika-swydlowska/
https://www.facebook.com/Na-emigracji-259304500883225/
https://www.facebook.com/Na-emigracji-259304500883225/
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“This portable artist’s sketchbook combining text and image is based upon true dialogues. It is a 

personal visual diary of a newcomer […], intertwined with the everyday reality of Polish immigrants 

in the UK. Funny, ironic, but also poignant at times, it depicts rituals belonging to the immigrants’ 

folklore and intercultural (mis)understandings.”  Kaja Pawelek in Migrant Conversation Pieces, or 

a Phrasebook for Beginners 

  
 

 

POLSKI FROM A CURATORIAL PERSPECTIVE 

This POLSKI project also addresses a range of curatorial questions including: 

• How can an arts alliance of publicly funded primary schools, independent, freelance 

curators and community arts festivals help us ensure that all children and young people, 

including those with additional support needs and sensory impairments have an 

entitlement to quality cultural learning and meaningful access to art and culture? 

• How can an innovative curatorial initiative manifested as a durational public art project and 

a site-specific intervention in a primary school and a community festival be used as a 

sustainable, scalable model for an enduring arts alliance of the education sector, the arts 

and the publics?  

 

• How can the artists-in-residence programme, including POLSKI, at Abbeyhill Primary 

School, Edinburgh benefit other publicly funded primary schools and independent, 

freelance curators to understand how best to apply this innovative approach in order to 

safeguard and maintain the right to art and culture for every primary school learner across 

Scotland and further afield?  

 

 

We believe that the success story of POLSKI artist-in-residence programme at Abbeyhill Primary 

School is due to the durational, curatorially-led approach as opposed to non-curated artists’ 

residencies as one-off interventions in publicly funded primary schools run by visiting art 

organisations or art teachers, including Andria Zafirakou, the winner of the 2018 Global Teacher 

Prize and since 2019 founder of the charity Artists in Residence which supports artists residencies 

only for pupils aged over 7 years as one-off projects in the boroughs of London.  

 

Another curatorial strength of the POLSKI project from the perspective of the curator-in-residence 

and the co-curators of the Polish Contemporary Art Organisation is the contribution to the 

knowledge of contemporary curatorship. Our assessment shows that POSLKI, as part of the wider 

innovative artists-in-residence programme at Abbeyhill Primary School, relates to the innovation of 

the traditional curatorial practice by situating it outside of the curatorial mainstream such as 

biennales, museums and galleries through focussing instead on selected socially-engaged, site 

specific, place-based curating and commissioning in the education setting of the Abbeyhill Primary 

School. 
 

Amongst the curatorial achievements of the POLSKI project is the opportunity to provide 

longitudinal and ethnographic evidence from the first cohort of young learners (as well as class 

https://www.freewordcentre.com/explore/dymyc-review
https://www.freewordcentre.com/explore/dymyc-review
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/
https://abbeyhillschoolartists.wordpress.com/
https://artistsinresidence.org.uk/
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teachers and resident artists) who have benefitted from the POLSKI artist residency programme 

throughout their entire seven years in the publicly funded primary education system. We believe 

that this consistent, seven-year programme has impacted positively on the young people’s 

academic achievements and wellbeing, the whole school culture, integration, cohesion and 

community relationships.   

In conclusion, the artists-in-residence programme at Abbeyhill Primary School, with POLSKI at its 

heart, is the only initiative of its kind in Scotland. It is the result of over eight years of a freelance 

independent curatorial agency building partnerships with key organisations including with the 

curatorially-led Polish Contemporary Art Organisation. This durational public art project is 

conceived and sustained through the innovative position of the curator-in-residence at a publicly 

funded primary school. The facts and figures of the curator-in-residence experience bring into 

sharper focus how we can ensure that all children and young people, including those from the 

Polish diaspora, have an entitlement to quality cultural learning and meaningful access to 

contemporary arts: through securing funding from over 30 public bodies, trusts and foundations, 

including the Consulate General of the Republic of Poland in Edinburgh; enabling over 50 resident 

visual and performing artists, including 15 Polish artists to premiere 30 arts projects co-authored 

with nearly 200 learners aged 3 to 12 years every year, including up to 40 learners of Polish 

descent a year, at eight editions of the annual community festival Colony of Artists to over 500 

festival guests a year.  

We believe in the importance of championing POLSKI artists-in-residence platform at Abbeyhill 

Primary School as a scalable, evidence-informed approach to curatorship and art pedagogy. Any 

further research will be firmly grounded in this unique curated artists-in-residence programme 

pioneered at a publicly funded primary school in Scotland which is a leader in innovative primary 

art education. Working in curatorial partnership with the Polish Contemporary Art Organisation we 

will continue to contribute concretely to the discussions surrounding the notions of publicness, 

curatorial agency, arts and humanities research practices at this crucial point of increasing the 

access and participation in the arts in the community and learning through the arts. Further 

qualitative research will build the evidence base so that others, including the local and devolved 

governments in Scotland and the Government of the Republic of Poland can understand the 

difference that engaging with the arts in primary school years make to people’s lives and 

communities.  

 

 

 

https://www.gov.pl/web/dyplomacja/rzadowy-program-wspolprac-z-polonia-i-polakami-za-granica-w-latach-2015-2020

