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Oakengates Theatre worked with the Sure Start programme to identify and overcome barriers to arts attendance for families living in Lawley, an area of Telford with a high level of social and economic deprivation. The project particularly focussed on engaging with the community. A steering group of local parents was set up and a range of participatory methods, including focus groups and interviews were used to research and evaluate the project. Two programmes of arts activities and family theatre visits were devised and after an initial period of consultation were run during the school holidays.

about lead organisation

Arts Council England, West Midlands is the regional office for the national organisation for the Arts. The West Midlands office commissioned this project between Oakengates Theatre and the Lawley Plus Sure Start programme.

Sure Start is a government programme designed to deliver the best start for children by bringing together education, child care, health and family support. The programme particularly concentrates on children and families living in disadvantaged areas. The Lawley Plus Sure Start programme is one of over 500 local initiatives designed to improve the health and wellbeing of families with children from before birth to 4 years, through partnerships with parents and community agencies.

Oakengates was one of the original mining and engineering towns in the Shropshire coalfields and is now part of the Telford conurbation. Oakengates Theatre is Telford’s main theatre and shows a varied programme of ballet, music and drama performances. The theatre also runs a Kids Club for children aged 0-12 years.

background

The Arts and Entertainment division of Telford and Wrekin Council had been working with the Sure Start programme in Lawley, an area of high social and economic deprivation, to identify ways of working with local parents and children to increase their participation in arts activities.

Oakengates Theatre teamed up with the Lawley programme and an arts coordinator from the council to work towards overcoming barriers to arts attendance by local families and to build relationships between the families and the theatre.

aims of the project

· To identify and overcome barriers to participation in the arts for families in the Lawley Plus Sure Start area

· To encourage families to participate in a broad range of accessible arts activities in Oakengates theatre and the local community

· To review access facilities at Oakengates theatre

about the project

The project included three core elements: an initial developmental period, during which a steering group with local parents was established, programmes of arts activities during the summer and autumn school holidays and the employment of two independent consultants to work with participants and evaluate the project.

The consultants worked with the steering group, Sure Start, council partners and an arts coordinator using participatory methods to research and evaluate the project. A combination of focus groups and interviews with local parents were used to gather views from the community and encourage local people to play an active role in the process. The consultants used three themes - barriers, making a difference and choice, to identify the factors preventing family participation in arts activity. The identified barriers included lack of childcare, venues and activities that were not child friendly, transport issues, cost, lack of time and types of programming.

Two programmes of arts activities designed to overcome these barriers and attract local families were developed in consultation with the steering group. Both programmes were marketed through the Sure Start initiative, which was already working with local parents. All the activities were free to participants, eliminating cost as a barrier. Childcare was provided and family friendly venues were chosen for all the events. The summer programme was held in the Carpenter Family Centre, a Sure Start initiative with a good reputation in the local community, and at other familiar community centres. The summer activities included drama and circus skills workshops for 5-11 year olds, workshops with parents and toddlers, a Fun Day, puppet show, and Family Arts Day. Trips to Oakengates theatre, which included free transport were also arranged.

A second programme of activities based at Oakengates was devised using the experiences of the summer programme. The Oakengates activities were run over two days during the autumn half-term holiday. The activity days, which included music, dance and puppet workshops were supplemented by a series of free trips to the theatre later in the term. Several of the theatre events including Humpty Goes Splatt, The Happy Prince and Beans were specially commissioned for the Sure Start programme.

The project was monitored by the consultants and the arts coordinator. The coordinator undertook daily monitoring using short questionnaires, which established whether participants had previously taken part in art activities and how important they felt the activities were for their children. The consultants continued to use interviews and focus groups throughout the duration of project. The steering group met also met regularly, combining meetings with fabric workshops.

about the audience

· 73 Sure Start families participated in the project

· 570 people participated in workshop or participatory arts activity

· 924 people visited Oakengates Theatre

· 59 adults and 107 children participated in the 2 day workshops held during Autumn Half term

outcomes and lessons learned

The participatory methods used for the project were a success as were the partnerships formed between the theatre, Sure Start, parents and the council. Both of these aspects helped to identify and overcome barriers to arts attendance for families in the Lawley area. A significant number of families, over 60 were involved in two or more activities, took part in the programmed events in local venues, which overcame the identified barriers of price, transport and childcare.

The steering group and monitoring process engaged local parents who started to see the potential of arts activity, one steering group member stated ‘The biggest difference the project is having is opening up people’s ideas about what is possible for them and their children’. Parents played an active role throughout the project, which was continually monitored and adapted as it evolved. The Autumn activities were not developed until after the completion of the summer events allowing workers and the steering group to reflect on the experience and respond in particular to demand for more participatory workshops. The parents involved talked about how they could develop the work further and all the adults interviewed said they would be keen to participate in the future.

The Sure Start partnership helped to allay parents concerns about cost and childcare. The partnership also gave the project a firm foothold in the community with 25% of the parents interviewed stating they would only attend similar events if they were organised by Sure Start. The project also helped Oakengates to develop a presence in the local community and test out family arts activities. The theatre reviewed its facilities for families and expressed a desire to sustain the relationship it developed with the Sure Start families through parental involvement in future programming, targeted marketing and free membership to family schemes.

