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Breaking the glass ceiling: Women who 
lead and build 

For Manon Luquand from France, confidence is the starting point for 
lasting impact. 

A UK alumna of the University of Edinburgh 
and King’s College London, Manon now 
leads Elles Cassent Tout in Essonne, France 
– a programme dedicated to empowering 
women from underrepresented and 
economically vulnerable communities to 
develop their own businesses.

Through her initiative SHEImpact, supported by 

the British Council’s Alumni UK Grants, women take 

part in intensive workshops, 

personalised coaching and a final public pitch 

night. The programme strengthens self-confidence, 

sharpens public speaking skills and introduces the 

principles of sustainable entrepreneurship.

’Elles Cassent Tout means “They Break Everything 

to Build Better”’, Manon explains. ‘It’s about 

breaking internal barriers first – fear, doubt, the 

feeling that you’re not legitimate – and then 

breaking external ones.’

The programme is free of charge and designed to 

ensure that ambition is not limited by 

circumstance. By equipping women with practical 

tools, professional networks and mentoring 

opportunities, SHEImpact promotes economic 

resilience and gender equity at the local level.

Alongside delivering the initiative, Manon connects 

with fellow UK alumni through a global Community 

of Practice. Her nomination for the 2026 Alumni 

Award for Social Action recognises her 

commitment to building more inclusive 

and equitable communities.

‘When women realise their own power, 

everything changes.’

Manon Luquand 

https://www.instagram.com/ellescassentout/
https://www.instagram.com/ellescassentout/
https://www.instagram.com/ellescassentout/
https://www.britishcouncil.org/study-work-abroad/alumni-uk/alumni-opportunities-initiatives/climate-action-grants
https://www.britishcouncil.org/study-work-abroad/alumni-uk/alumni-opportunities-initiatives/climate-action-grants


Reimagining museum narratives 
through cultural exchange
For Dorina Xheraj-Subashi, museums are not only places to preserve 
objects – they are spaces to tell diverse stories and engage communities.

Based in Albania, Dorina works in the 
museum and heritage sector. In 2025, she 
was selected as a Creative Leaders 
Exchange Grant recipient, supported by 
the British Council under Culture and 
Creativity for the Western Balkans 
(CC4WBs), a European Union–funded 
programme that strengthens cultural and 
creative sectors across the region.

Through her research project, Pathing innovation 

practices communicating in museums and heritage 

sector, Dorina visited museums in Madrid and 

Barcelona, exploring how institutions engage 

audiences through storytelling, education and 

exhibition design. Her work focuses on how 

museums move beyond objects alone to reflect a 

wider diversity of voices and experiences.

‘This was an exceptional opportunity’, Dorina says. 

‘It allowed me to better understand museum and 

heritage practices in Barcelona and Madrid, while 

also strengthening my professional visibility and 

opening up future-oriented cooperation.’

Across different contexts, she observed a shared 

ambition: to make museums more 

relevant, accessible and engaging for the public. 

Her research also provided new insights into 

museum education, exhibition methodologies, and 

storytelling.

Dorina highlights community 

participation, educational development and pub

lic programmes as essential foundations for 

successful museum practice. By supporting peer-

to-peer exchange and international learning, the 

Creative Leaders Exchange Grant enabled her to 

expand her professional network and bring new 

insights back to her local context, contributing to 

more inclusive and socially engaged cultural 

spaces in Albania and the wider Western Balkans.

‘It was an excellent opportunity.’

Dorina Xheraj-Subashi

https://www.britishcouncil.al/en/programmes/arts/cc4wbs/creative-leaders-exchange-grant-recipients
https://www.britishcouncil.al/en/programmes/arts/cc4wbs/creative-leaders-exchange-grant-recipients
https://www.britishcouncil.al/en/programmes/arts/cc4wbs
https://www.britishcouncil.al/en/programmes/arts/cc4wbs
https://www.britishcouncil.al/en/programmes/arts/cc4wbs


Playing for Change: Bridging the UK and 
Europe through Serious Games

In Chemnitz, Germany, UK and European creators came together to 
use serious games as a tool for learning, collaboration, and social 
change.

When UK-based game designer, educator 
and researcher Professor Sylvester 
Arnab travelled to Chemnitz, European 
Capital of Culture 2025, for the Serious 
Games Maker Days, supported by the 
British Council, he joined a community of 
creative minds using play to drive social 
change.

‘Games are powerful tools for learning and 

connection,’ says Sylvester. ‘They give us space 

to explore complex ideas and to imagine better 

futures together.’

Over three days, Sylvester collaborated with 

designers, educators and artists from across 

Europe to develop prototypes that do more than 

entertain; they challenge perspectives, 

encourage participation and help people learn 

from one another.

‘What stood out to me in Chemnitz was the spirit 

of openness,’ he recalls. ‘There was a shared 

understanding that serious games can be 

playful and transformative – that they can bring 

people together around shared goals.’

The Serious Games Maker Days are part of a 

growing movement that sees play as a catalyst 

for creativity, collaboration and learning. By 

connecting UK experts like Sylvester with 

European practitioners, the British Council helps 

strengthen a network of innovators who use 

design and storytelling to inspire change – one 

game at a time.

‘Games are powerful tools for learning 

and connection. They give us space to 

explore complex ideas and to imagine 

better futures together.’ 

Professor Sylvester Arnab

https://chemnitz2025.de/en/aktuelles/news-detail-page/serious-games-maker-days-2025-new-games-new-perspectives-new-networks/
https://chemnitz2025.de/en/aktuelles/news-detail-page/serious-games-maker-days-2025-new-games-new-perspectives-new-networks/


Connecting cities through stories of 
migration

Marta Szymańska works for Fotofestiwal International Festival of Photography 
in Łódź, one of Europe’s longest-running and most established photography 
festivals.

The festival took part in the UK/Poland 
Season 2025 — a programme of over 100 
events across 40 cities designed to 
strengthen cultural dialogue between 
Poland and the UK. Through a Scoping 
Mobility Grant, Fotofestiwal partnered 
with Bradford, UK City of Culture, 
resulting in a joint exhibition.

“The visit to Bradford was a very interesting 

experience for me,” Marta recalls. “I must admit 

that I had never heard of the city before, let 

alone its history, which turned out to be 

surprisingly similar to that of my hometown, 

Łódź.”

Meeting members of Bradford’s Polish 

community became central to the project. “I met 

people whose parents came to the UK after the 

Second World War, as well as a younger 

generation who arrived after 2004. That’s when 

the idea for the exhibition was born – to tell the 

story of Polish migration through individual 

stories.” Marta emphasises that without 

reciprocal visits to Bradford and Łódź, the 

project would not have happened.

“I think the Season was very well-thought-out 

and organised. I would also like to highlight the 

fantastic commitment of the British Council 

team. It was a very well-planned program –

starting with the Scoping Grant (…) and leading 

to the Legacy Grant.”

‘Everyone I worked with had a 

great deal of knowledge about 

the projects.’

Marta Szymańska, photography 
curator and founder of 
the Fotofestiwal in Lodz

Image: A.Hernik DSH

https://www.britishcouncil.pl/en/programmes/uk-poland-season-2025/events/here-and-there
https://www.britishcouncil.pl/en/programmes/uk-poland-season-2025/events/here-and-there
https://fotofestiwal.com/2021/en/


You’re never too old to follow your 
dreams

Art has been present in Merike Vaarmets’s life at various moments 
since childhood.

Here, she shares her experience in 
Creative Bloom, a mentoring programme 
for women aged 40+ designed to 
support entrepreneurial growth, 
strengthen the creative industries in the 
Estonian region of Ida-Virumaa, and 
foster cooperation with peers in Latvia.

‘In 2020, my child was diagnosed with Type 1 

diabetes, and it changed my life completely. I 

struggled to cope with the constant worry and 

stress, and eventually found my way to art 

therapy, which helped me regain balance and 

peace.

It was then that I rediscovered cloth painting to 

ground myself. Before joining the Creative 

Bloom project, I had only just set up my 

business and a non-profit organisation. My 

knowledge of accounting was very limited, my 

business model wasn’t profitable, and my 

confidence was low – especially as I have no 

formal art education.

The training sessions offered through the 

project gave me practical tips, knowledge and 

skills across different areas of entrepreneurship. 

But just as important was the interaction 

between the Estonian and Latvian groups. This 

experience has given me confidence: even if 

something goes wrong, I know I will learn from it 

and move forward. And I know there are always 

people who will support me.’

‘To other women my age, I say 

wholeheartedly: we are never too old 

for change.’

Merike Vaarmets

https://centralbaltic.eu/project-news/creative-bloom-a-project-inspiring-women-to-develop-creative-entrepreneurship-has-come-to-an-end/


From Wales to Turkey: Reimagining 
ceramics together

At the 2025 International Ceramics Festival (ICF) in 
Aberystwyth, sustainability was a central theme.

One highlight was Waste Not Want Not – 
Upcycled in Wales, a residency and 
exhibition project supported by the 
British Council and organised by ICF in 
partnership with Nantgarw and Ruthin 
Craft Centre. 

The project brought together Turkish 

artist Elif Ağatekin and Welsh artist Bonnie 

Grace, joined by Sally Stubbings at Nantgarw 

near Cardiff. It explored upcycling in ceramics, 

combining Ağatekin’s two decades of practice 

with Grace’s reinterpretation of Welsh traditions 

such as collecting jugs and domestic display. 

Collaborative works created during the 

residency featured in Re:Made, Upcycled and 

Assembled in Wales at the Ceramic Gallery, 

Aberystwyth Arts Centre. The exhibition placed 

their work alongside historic and 

contemporary Welsh ceramics from the 

University’s collection, while workshops 

engaged schools and young people.

At the Festival itself, Grace led a bilingual 

drawing workshop and gave demonstrations, 

while Ağatekin delivered the keynote address, a 

wide-ranging presentation of upcycling in 

ceramics. Both artists connected with audiences 

through talks and hands-on sessions. Their 

collaborative work was also shown in August at 

Ruthin Craft Centre, where Grace led a 

workshop that received glowing feedback.

‘A wonderfully planned festival and 

residency programme. My ten-day 

experience was truly memorable.’ 

Turkish artist Elif Ağatekin

https://wales.britishcouncil.org/en/waste-not-want-not-%E2%80%93-upcycled-wales
https://wales.britishcouncil.org/en/waste-not-want-not-%E2%80%93-upcycled-wales
https://wales.britishcouncil.org/en/waste-not-want-not-%E2%80%93-upcycled-wales


Celebrating 
our community
Every programme starts with 

people. 
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