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balletLORENT : REMOVING BARRIERS TO ENGAGEMENT
Evaluator: Debbie Watson
January 2016
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
OVERVIEW
Snow White Young Cast Engagement Project was set up by balletLORENT to offer
participation and performance opportunities to schoolchildren throughout Newcastle. The
company’s artistic vision was to include very young children in their theatre production of
Snow White, but to do this in a way that had a beneficial impact on the children, their
families, and communities. The project aimed to offer an experience of creative dance to a
very large number of children whilst at the same time identifying those who had the talent
and enthusiasm to perform onstage. Funded and supported by the Newcastle Cultural
Investment Fund and the Arts Council of England, the company specifically targeted those
children who normally had little or restricted access to the arts, and aimed to remove any
barriers to their participation and progression.

Project Aims








To offer various participation and performance opportunities to young children (ages
5-8) that live in areas of Newcastle which have restricted access to the arts and who
have no previous involvement in dance
Through these opportunities, to enhance or develop physical, psychological and
emotional capabilities which are likely to have lasting impacts on their future lives
and careers
To also benefit the families of the children by encouraging their involvement and
relationship with the arts through attending workshops, performances and ‘meet the
company’ events
To create performance work that develops a strong connection to the local area (in
this case Newcastle) and offers greater relevance and resonance to the communities
who live there
To continue to embody the Arts Council of England CYP Quality Principles, a set of
seven common principles for working with, and creating work for, children and young
people: striving for excellence; being authentic; being exciting, inspiring and engaging;
ensuring a positive, child-centred experience; actively involving children and young people;
providing a sense of personal progression; developing a sense of ownership and belonging

METHOD OF EVALUATION
As the outset of the project, balletLORENT commissioned an evaluation report to track and
measure the outcomes of the project in relation to the aims and objectives above. The
methodology comprised data collection and analysis techniques which allowed capture and
interpretation of statistical data as well as the experiences, views, and opinions of all those
involved during the participation and performance phases.
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FINDINGS
The findings, below, demonstrate the ways in which the project aims were realised:

Aim 1:
The following statistical detail defines how the company met their objective of providing
participation and performance opportunities to a large number of school children in
Newcastle; and how they reached many who had little or restricted access to the arts:
 616 children (and their teachers), participated in creative workshops during the Pilot
and Schools phase of the Young Cast Project
 A total of 29 workshops took place in nine schools over a 2-week period
 Over half of the workshops (16) took place in schools and neighbourhoods where the
children had little or no involvement in dance
 Six out of the nine schools were in receipt of higher than average levels of Pupil
Premium (funding for school meals), an indicator of lower income levels in the area
 One of the communities who took part in the Pilot phase has been designated as one
of the top ten most deprived areas in the country
 73 children were invited to participate in follow-up workshops; where they would
take part in two creative sessions with members of the company, and children from
the nine different schools (51 children and their families accepted the invitation)
 22 children were identified as having the potential talent and capability to perform
onstage in the theatre production of Snow White. The families were consulted about
the level of commitment required for the next stage and 17 children, and their
families, decided to continue.
 The 17 children (and their families) attended the summer rehearsals and were
involved in the process of shaping the final scenes and also experienced the rigour
and discipline of a professional creation and rehearsal process
 12 children were selected for the final performance stage. One child dropped out
leaving a young cast of 11 children who performed at the Northern Stage Theatre in
Newcastle and the Gala Theatre in Durham
“Opening children up to the opportunity to do things they wouldn’t
normally do, in or out of school”
Teacher, Central Walker CE Primary School

Aim 2:
The feedback and analysis is able to demonstrate, below, the many ways in which the
children were given opportunities which were developing their physical, psychological and
emotional capabilities over the course of the project.
From the earliest stages the children were given the opportunity to:
 explore and extend their movement abilities through the creative tasks related to
the Snow White scenes
 use their imagination as a start point for physical and emotional expression
 relate with others (classmates, teachers and professional dancers) in communal
movement exploration
 explore big themes of death and jealousy interspersed with joyful play and fun
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The children who continued to the later participation and performance stages were able to
extend their experiences, developing:
 psychological capabilities of independence, confidence, passion, ambition, discipline,
concentration, trust, striving, courage and focus
 confidence in their relations and interactions with their peers, the professional
dancers, and the wider artistic team
 self-belief through being chosen and identified as talented in creative performance,
particularly since most of the children and their families were previously unaware of
their talent
 movement skills in partner work, group scenes and solo dancing
The findings also revealed a strong belief from the company, the schools and families, and
audience members that this opportunity could initiate and lead to more lasting impacts on
the childrens’ future lives and careers:
“They are developing confidence, self-will, self-power; hopefully this will
whet their appetite. They are little enough for this to make a difference”
Teacher at Central Walker C.E. Primary School

Aim 3:
The outcomes related to the aim of benefiting the families of the children by encouraging
their involvement and relationships with the arts ranged from a general feeling of
gratefulness and pride at seeing their child in a new light, to personal enjoyment at sharing
in something which they had never experienced before. For some of the families the
benefits went deeper, opening their eyes to new approaches to teaching dance which were
found to be more enjoyable, inclusive and creative; and for one family, who were
experiencing the many financial and mental health related difficulties which often create
barriers for young people, their daughter’s dreams came true.
“We are so gratefull, this is the best thing
ever for Clare. She is so happy that she got
the chance to do dancing. She has always
wanted to do this. Man and Dad are so
happy. Thanks to everyone. God bless
you.”
Letter from Clare’s mum to balletLORENT

“I would never have believed this child could do this, her story is a hard one,
her mum suffers terribly from anxiety and although Clare is very well loved,
they are a family with absolutely nothing. As I talked with her mum yesterday
she glowed with pride”
Headteacher comments: interview & letter
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Aim 4:
There was an abundance of feedback from the audience (which included teachers, families
and friends) which thoughtfully and insightfully appreciated and valued the performance
outcomes of the Young Cast Project. This feedback suggests that the aim of creating a
performance work that develops a strong connection to the Newcastle area was achieved.
“It makes a genuine connection between the company and the local people.
Both, the children who took part and those watching, see that this is
something open to them. They can see it is not just for an elite few”
“make sure that ballet and theatre reaches out to all sectors of society.
Everyone should see it as open to them”
“not just some troupe from (a) faraway town landing in Newcastle!”
Audience feedback, Northern Stage Theatre

Aim 5:
The aim of embodying the Arts Council of England Quality Principles for working with
children and young people was achieved in many different ways and was documented in the
data (observations, photographs and written/spoken feedback) gathered throughout the
Young Cast Project (see full report).
The following list details one example for each of the seven principles:
1. actively involving 616 children in creative workshops in schools
2. exciting, inspiring and engaging the children who participated at all stages, and
those who watched the performance of Snow White
3. ensuring a positive, child-centred experience during the schools feedback and
evaluation process as well as the participation and performance process
4. striving for excellence (and achieving it) recognised by the audiences through their
feedback and description of the young cast performance
5. Liv Lorent’s authentically pursued vision to include very young children in her
production of Snow White was fully realised. She also demonstrated an authentic
willingness to reflect on the (human) cost of pursuing that vision
6. The creative team recognised and witnessed a sense of ownership and belonging as
a possible outcome, especially for those who struggle in school settings:
“Teachers see children with behavioural and academic issues really excel
in the workshops, that’s just brilliant because everyone needs to feel
good about something and believe in something”
7. One mother’s comment, describing her daughter’s personal progression:
“from what she thought was an exciting PE lesson to taking a bow at the
Gala theatre, she could never have dreamed this would happen to her”
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CONCLUSION:
What has been learned?


It is extremely unusual for professional companies to undertake school workshops as a
staged stepping stone towards an audition process. In this groundbreaking model,
balletLORENT were able to offer many more children equal access and opportunity,
including and targeting children in more deprived areas of Newcastle



This new model for recruiting young participants was highly successful in both artistic
and social outcomes; the children who performed in Snow White were enthusiastically
reviewed for their professionalism and talent, and there was significant evidence of
positive benefits to the children who took part in the project as well as their families, the
schools and the audiences



balletLORENT demonstrated a clear ability to undertake a project of this ambitious
scope; offering challenge, encouragement and skill development at the same time as
conveying a high level of thoughtfulness and care in working with very young children
from diverse, and in some cases challenging, backgrounds.



The new model required considerable effort to implement, and this took a physical and
emotional toll on company members who were leading the Young Cast Project and who
were, at the same time, bringing a new production to the stage.



Even in this model, the process of reducing the numbers of children, particularly in the
later stages, requires very careful handling to ensure that any disappointment felt by the
child, and their families, is reduced as much as possible



Even in those schools where dance formed some part of the curriculum, it was evident
that the experiences which balletLORENT was able to offer were much more creative
and stimulating than the dance classes normally offered to the children



That creative ability is often hidden or unexplored. In most cases the children chosen to
perform had not been previously recognised for their movement capacity and
performance ability and many parents and teachers were taken by surprise by their
children and what they were capable of achieving



That there is a genuine value, acknowledged by Liv Lorent, her professional dancers and
the audience, to including children with little formal dance experience; those children
are often more able to convey movement and expression in a less self-conscious and
more compelling way, which communicates and resonates with the audience. It also
encouraged some of the professional dancers to question their own movement style
7

What are the future possibilities and hopes for a lasting impact?
ENCOURAGING MORE SUPPORT AND INVOLVEMENT OF THE THEATRES
 Further explore the possibilities of involving the theatres in more of the vision and
process of participation projects which are directly impacting local people. There would
seem to be real scope to encourage the theatres to realise the potential for working with
and supporting balletLORENT so that together they can engage and inspire more local
people to connect with the theatre and the performing arts world
FINDING WAYS TO HELP CHILDREN TO CONTINUE THEIR CREATIVE DANCE EXPERIENCE
 The creative approach and techniques to facilitating movement in young children
surprised and delighted many who were involved in the project; the process of the
creative workshops being valued as much as the performance opportunities. Many
teachers and parents found their minds and eyes being opened to future possibilities for
their children, but their question was how could they help their child to continue?
ENGAGING IN DIALOGUE ABOUT NEW FUTURES FOR DANCE?
 This very personal question, above, is also at the heart of a bigger debate in the
professional dance training world where there continues to be polarisation and tension
between those who advocate for more traditional methods and those who are adopting
new approaches. This project, through the process of detailed evaluation, provides a
compelling case for further exploration of how these methods might be further discussed
and disseminated to benefit not just the dance ecosystem but, critically, to evolve the
understanding and relevance of dance in peoples’ lives and futures
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1. PROJECT OVERVIEW: What was the project?
In April 2015, balletLORENT were successful in securing funding from the Newcastle Cultural
Investment Fund and Arts Council of England which allowed them to trial a new model of
recruiting young dancer participants to take part in their forthcoming production of Snow
White. The artistic vision for Snow White, as conceived by Liv Lorent (Artistic Director), was
to include very young children who would be able to convey, through their presence and
movement, an innocent and innate response to the highly emotional themes present in the
fairytale. The company already had extensive experience of engaging local children in
Newcastle (and throughout the UK) while touring Rapunzel i but this time around the
ambition was to reach a greater number of children and to offer them an experience which
could lead to positive and lasting impacts for them and their families.
This new and pioneering model aimed to build strong links with local schools and families
while at the same time discovering talented children who could participate in the creation
of Snow White, and who would eventually perform onstage. Additionally, they were
targeting children living in more deprived areas of Newcastle who had little or restricted
access to the arts. Liv and her team wanted to find ways of removing the barriers that
prevent young people and their families from engaging with dance as a creative art form.
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Funding was also secured to commission this evaluation report, undertaken by a dance
science and education researcher with extensive experience of working with dance
companies, training institutions, school teachers and young people engaged in creativity
based projects. The evaluator’s role has been to accompany the team, observing and
documenting the process at each phase. Feedback (formal and informal) was collected along
with questionnaire and interview responses from the children, their teachers and parents,
audience members, and Liv Lorent and the wider artistic and production team.
The feedback and observational data has been analysed to provide a detailed evaluation of
the hoped for outcomes, and to highlight any additional learning points which would help
balletLORENT continue to evolve the most effective ways to include adults and children in
their outreach and onstage participatory dance work. It is also planned to disseminate the
findings more widely to others working in participatory arts settings.

What were the aims and objectives?
1. To offer various participation and performance opportunities to young children (ages 58) that live in areas of Newcastle which have restricted access to the arts and who have
no previous involvement in dance

2. Through these opportunities, to enhance or develop physical, psychological and
emotional capabilities which are likely to have lasting impacts on their future lives and
careers

3. To also benefit the families of the children by encouraging their involvement and
relationship with the arts through attending workshops, performances and ‘meet the
company’ events

4. To create performance work that develops a strong connection to the local area (in this
case Newcastle) and offers greater relevance and resonance to the communities who
live there

5. To continue to embody the Arts Council of England CYP Quality Principlesii, a set of
common principles for working with, and creating work for, children and young people
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

striving for excellence
being authentic
being exciting, inspiring and engaging
ensuring a positive, child-centred experience
actively involving children and young people
providing a sense of personal progression
developing a sense of ownership and belonging
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How was the project set up?
The project began with an early piloting of workshops in three schools during October 2014
where the team trialled their early ideas which were subsequently built on and adapted over
the life of the project. Once funding was awarded, the balletLORENT creative team were
able to implement the first of three phases: the schools workshop programme which took
place over two weeks in May 2015. The team gave workshops to over six hundred school
children throughout the Newcastle area and during the process identified seventy-three
children who showed a facility and ability for creative dance, and a presence which was likely
to be compelling onstage.
The second phase - early rehearsal and creation period - began by bringing the selected
children together outside of their familiar school environment to take part in two additional
creative sessions. Of the seventy three children who were invited, fifty-one accepted and
attended the sessions. The team then made a further selection based on how the children
responded to the new environment in the company of many other children and professional
dancers who they had not met before. Twenty-two children were identified during these
sessions and, following consultation with the children and their families, seventeen were
able to commit to the summer rehearsal period which took place in June and July 2015.
Following a summer break, the third phase – late rehearsal and performance period - began
with the company having to make a final selection from seventeen to twelve children. The
remaining twelve went on to become an integral part of the Snow White production stage
which took place over the autumn months of September and October 2015. One child
dropped out during this period leaving a final number of eleven children who performed at
the Northern Stage Theatre in Newcastle and the Gala Theatre in Durham.

What has been the process for evaluating the project?
The evaluation set out to measure the outcomes from the project primarily through the
framework of the stated aims and objectives as set out in the Newcastle Cultural Investment
Fund application (see 1-4, above), and to monitor the additional aim (5, above) of ensuring
the Arts Council of England Quality Principles were being met.
The evaluation used a mixed method approach drawing on both quantitative and qualitative
methods. Quantitative methods have been used to sort and describe the statistical data
related to the schools workshop programme; the selection process during the early
rehearsal and creation period, including the view of the parents; and the audience feedback
numbers during the late rehearsal and performance period. The evaluation has drawn on a
mainly qualitative approach to understand and describe the experiences and views of those
involved as they relate to the aims and objectives. This element of the research is defined as
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adopting a social constructivist view, i.e. the phenomena of the social and cultural world and
their meanings are created in human social interactioniii.
This particular approach also acknowledges the role of the researcher as part of the social
interaction under investigation and recognises the skills, experience and expert knowledge
being brought as valid and relevant (self as instrumentiv). The researcher undertaking the
evaluation is herself a contemporary dancer and movement educator and is also a mother
of two daughters who trained as professional dancers and who were involved in dance from
a very young age.
The feedback data was collected using a sampling approach to gather as much and as varied
a spread of opinions, views and experience as possible within the time frame available. The
feedback collection methods which were used are listed below:











Encouraging and gathering post-it note drawings and words from the young children
Informal feedback and telephone interviews (audio recorded) with the teachers
Informal feedback gathering (face-to-face and audio recorded) with families/carers
Informal audience feedback through face-to-face discussions
Audience feedback forms, either completed at performances or sent at a later date
Questionnaires to the company dancers
Observation of workshops and rehearsals and performances
Photographing workshops, rehearsals and post-performance periods
Gathering company documents detailing organisational and attendance data
Telephone interview (audio recorded) with Liv Lorent

Consent was obtained through the permissions received from the families and carers of the
children, as well as their teachers and schools at the outset of the project. Post-it note
feedback is held anonymously, identified by school and class or workshop place and date. All
data related to the evaluation is securely stored by balletLORENT and Debbie Watson (the
evaluator).
The feedback and other data has been analysed to discover and uncover the ways in which
the aims and objectives were met and to identify any areas where the aims and objectives
were harder to achieve. Space was also made to allow for the emergence and inclusion of
outcomes which may not have been anticipated at the beginning of the project. The final
part of the evaluation is the write up of the findings - as set out in the next section – and
which draws together the responses to the many questions being posed by this project.

12

2. PROJECT FINDINGS: In what ways were the aims and hopes
achieved?
AIM 1: To offer various participation and performance opportunities to young children
(ages 5-8) that live in areas of Newcastle which have restricted access to the arts and who
have no previous involvement in dance
During the pilot project and the schools workshop programme (phase 1), the balletLORENT
creative team gave twenty-nine workshops to 616 children aged between five and nine
years old. The workshops took place in nine different schools and communities throughout
the Newcastle area. Over half of the workshops (sixteen) took place in five schools and
neighbourhoods where the children had either no involvement in dance or hardly any
opportunity to experience creative performing arts activities. The other five schools did
include dance within the curriculum but this was often of a very part-time nature and the
schools all commented on the extra benefit from being able to experience the professional
input and creative methods of the company.
“Opening children up to the opportunity to do things they wouldn’t normally
do, in or out of school”
Teacher, Central Walker CE Primary School
The attached spreadsheet (Appendix 1) details the nine schools and one neighbourhood
project which were involved, and gives a description of school size and the current
independently assessed achievement standard. In terms of measuring how well the project
was able to reach children in poorer or deprived areas of Newcastle, this can be
demonstrated through the Ofsted-monitored Pupil Premium scheme where government
funding is provided for free school meals. In six of the nine schools the level of funding is
classified as higher than average and in the other three the classification was lower than
average. Pendower, an out of school community project, has been designated as one of the
top tenv most deprived areas in the country.
“They don’t get private dance tuition or go on holidays abroad. They are
all on the bread line really.”
Teacher, Central Walker CE Primary School
During the early rehearsal and creation period (phase 2) the company continued to offer
participation opportunities to seventy-three children, chosen from all of the schools
involved in the workshop programme. The children and their families/teachers were invited
to the follow-up phase where they had the opportunity to meet children from the other
schools and also to meet the dancers and the wider artistic team. The company, with the
support of the schools, provided every financial and practical support to ensure the children
could attend. This involved extensive planning and coordination:
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There was a lot of discussion on the day about the difficulties in getting children to the
bootcamp and rehearsals. It was obvious that this was challenging for many children
whose parents led somewhat chaotic lifestyles and really did prevent the children from
getting these opportunities. There was no doubt however that the company with the help
of schools were trying everything within their power to make those opportunities available
to all of the children who were identified as being suited to possibly being on stage.
Extract from Observation Log, 15/05 Westgate Hill

Of the seventy-three children invited, twenty-two were not able to attend due to other
commitments or family decisions. This left fifty-one children who took part in two creative
movement sessions where they continued to explore many of the key scenes which would
eventually form part of the Snow White stage performance. The children were all together
in a large church hall with their families and teachers present. The feedback gathered at the
end of the two-day period described how enjoyable and valuable the experience had been
for everyone involved. A small selection of the post-it feedback is photographed below.
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Following the two sessions at Durant Hall, the company selected twenty-two children who
showed the necessary enthusiasm, talent, presence, and focus to continue. The company
arranged an information day so that the families had an opportunity to find out more about
the project and the commitment required of them. Of those twenty-two children (and their
families), seventeen went on to participate in the 5-week-long summer rehearsal and
creation period. The other five children did not attend for a variety of reasons including
shyness about performing; clashes with other after-school commitments; or families having
difficulty getting their child to rehearsals. For example, one child was not willing to go to
rehearsals with anyone but his mother or father and they were not able to make that
commitment.
During the summer rehearsal period the company had anticipated a far greater dropout rate
from the group of children, due to the rigour of repetition and rehearsal. Surprisingly this
natural self-selection process did not happen, which left the team with the very difficult task
of deciding which children would go forward to the third and final phase. Following the
summer break and after much soul searching, the company reluctantly made their final
selection, reducing the number from seventeen to twelve children who were invited to go
forward to the late rehearsal and performance period (phase 3). One child also dropped out
during the autumn months, leaving a final young cast of eleven children.
The eleven children who participated in the final performance stage came from six schools
across Newcastle. Five of the children attended Knoplaw Primary School, and one child
came from each of the following primary schools: Thomas Walling, Hawthorn, Westgate
Hill, Central Walker and Hotspur. The children who reached the young cast stage then went
on to take part in three performances at the Northern Stage theatre in Newcastle and two
performances at the Gala Theatre in Durham.
It is worth noting that although only eleven children were able to perform onstage in Snow
White, the experience of performing was given to all of the children from the very beginning
of the schools workshop programme. The children all participated in the same scenes which
became an integral part of the stage performance; they used the same props including
snowballs and feathers, and they all had the experience of dancing alongside the
balletLORENT company dancers. The other essential element in any performance setting –
that of being part of an audience - was also introduced in all of the workshops. The children
were encouraged to sit quietly and watch their peers performing their roles, and expressing
their creativity in front of each other.
An additional performance opportunity arose for some of the school children who
performed at the launch of balletLORENT’s Crowdfunding Kickstarter Platform (organised to
raise funds to support the development of a young cast programme for Snow White
nationally), where they danced in front of an invited audience which included funders,
balletLORENT staff and Board members, as well as parents and other local school children.
15

Children’s Snow White workshops at Westgate Hill and Bridgewater Primary Schools

The analysis of the data provides extremely compelling evidence that the aim and objective
of providing participation and performance opportunities to a large number of young
children across the Newcastle area was achieved; and also, that many of those children had
restricted access to the arts or very little previous experience of creative expressive dance.
AIM 2: Through these opportunities, to enhance or develop physical, psychological and
emotional capabilities which are likely to have lasting impacts on their future lives/careers
“They are developing confidence, self-will, self-power; hopefully this will
whet their appetite. They are little enough for this to make a difference”
Teacher at Central Walker C.E. Primary School
In phase 1 – schools workshop programme – the children seemed to enjoy getting the
opportunity to express the different emotions required for the scenes; sadness when placing
feathers on the ‘dead’ Snow White, joy when throwing the snowballs to each other; and to
explore the different physical movement qualities required when being animals or
embodying the different seasons of the year. The children were also encouraged to use
their imagination as the start point for the physical and emotional expressions. The children
had to work and move closely with each other and the dancers leading the workshop. They
had to work in relationship and as part of a team while also using their own imaginations
and finding ways to express it in movement. In observing the workshops it was clear to see
how some children were able to respond more easily than others:
The children created pictures with their bodies and seemed to enjoy it very much.
There was some self consciousness and there were some children who needed a
little more encouragement to do their BIG moves but overall it was a magical moment.
Extract from Observation Log, 15/05, Bridgewater

The workshops were set up so that all of the children could be quite playful, free and
natural. This presented some challenges in schools where the emphasis was on controlling
and encouraging ‘good’ behaviour. Often teachers would clamp down on children who were
very enthusiastic or boisterous which was frustrating for the creative team who wanted to
16

discover whether they would be able to cope with more exuberant children. This challenge
was well navigated by the creative team and may have led to some new perceptions of
children whose abilities and talents had gone hidden or unnoticed, or had been interpreted
as difficult or challenging by their teachers:
“Teachers have seen children with behavioural and academic issues really excel
in the workshops and that’s just brilliant because everyone needs to feel good
about something and believe in something and be good at something”
Member of the balletLORENT creative team
In phase 2 – early rehearsal and creation period - the invited children had the opportunity
to interact with children from other schools and with the professional dancers and wider
artistic team. The explorations allowed the children to develop their own physicality
through movement. They were also able to explore their emotional landscapes through
expressing a range of emotions related to the different scenes; especially as this was a more
traditional (and dark) telling of the Snow White fairytale. The children were also navigating
and developing their psychological capabilities and skills through being in new situations,
meeting and interacting with a wide variety of people outside of their familiar school or
home environments. And for some of the children - those who knew they were in an
audition situation - there was additional excitement but also added pressure to deal with:

“It’s real life, helps them deal
with success and
disappointment”
Teacher,
Walker CE Primary School
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During phase 3 – the late rehearsal and performance period - the families of the children
and the professional dancers who worked closely with the children remarked on the
development of confidence, passion, concentration, trust, self-esteem and empowerment.
The following quote is from a parent whose child went through to the final rehearsal stage
but not the performance stage:
“(he) became more independent and could do things by himself by thinking
positive and controlling himself while away from home. We really saw
some positive changes in him and his ability ...”
Deep-seated attitudes, which are also related to removing barriers to dance, were being
shed along the way by both the children and their parents. One parent of a female child in
the young cast, who attended Knoplaw Primary (designated as an Artsmark School),
described her personal experience and changing thought process:
“Realisation that dance should not be about what you look like. (daughter) always
thought of as too chunky and doesn’t often get to do this sort of thing. She is overlooked because of her weight. I grew up with this too – that you had to be a certain
way to dance, only if you are small and thin. Look the part. Why should that be?”
Another parent simply commented:
“Watched his confidence grow and we have shared in his excitement”
Many of the teachers and the parents/carers were surprised by which children were chosen
and at what their children were increasingly capable of:
“Never expected he could have done something like this... big difference
(he is) always so quiet and shy and now (he is) quietly confident”
When asked what she thought was contributing to her grandchild’s new found confidence,
one grandmother answered:
“It’s the fact he was chosen”
It was clear from the comments that many of the young cast were not children who would
normally be chosen to take part in performing situations. The parents and carers were also
asked the question: Were you surprised to discover that your child had a talent for creative
dance? Only one out of the ten respondents said they were not surprised; five were quite
surprised; and the remaining four were very surprised.
One parent commented that they were amazed at how confident their
child was on stage. I think it gives parents the possibility to see their children
in a new light and also for the children to discover a new side of themselves”
Questionnaire response from balletLORENT dancer
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The feedback from the audience – unprompted - supported the possibility that the
opportunity to shine in this way could lead to a lasting impact on the future lives of the
children. A large number of audience comments were framed as OPENING MINDS to the
possibility of being involved in dance, ballet or the arts, and perhaps a surprising finding,
that this could be happening for all the children in the theatre that night:
“Both the children who took part and those watching, see that this is something
open to them. They can see it is not just for an elite few”
Audience feedback, Northern Stage Theatre
Audience members also talked about the importance of OPENING DOORS for the children,
and that going through these doors can lead to the development (or again opening up) of
many life skills such as courage, ambition, discipline, confidence and striving.
The feedback and analysis is able to demonstrate that many of the children were developing
physical, psychological and emotional capabilities which could initiate and lead to lasting
impacts on their future lives and careers. Certainly the evidence suggests that the children,
and not only those who reached the final performance stage, were demonstrating significant
and positive changes over the course of the project period.

AIM 3: To also benefit the families of the children by encouraging their involvement and
relationship with the arts through attending workshops, performances and ‘meet the
company’ events
In Phase 1 – schools workshop programme - the families were not directly involved since
the workshops were offered as part of the school day. But even here there were indications
of benefits felt by the families:
“It was something new, everyone was excited, the parents too.”
Teacher Westgate Hill Primary School
“The kids never speak about what they do at school but the parents said they can’t
stop talking about the dance workshop. They even said the kids are sleeping like a
log at night.”
Teacher, Knoplaw Primary School
In phase 2 – early rehearsal and creation period - especially at the beginning when the
large group of children were invited to the two-day movement workshops, there was a
great feeling of community and excitement in the hall, as noted in the observation log of
that day:
Parents were free to stay (chairs provided in the hall) or sit in the kitchen, the
entrance hall or to go outside and come back later. It was a lovely (weather) day
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but many of the parents and teachers stayed close to their children. At the end of
the session, Liv asked the children and parents to give brief feedback about their
experience of the day. It was done on post it notes which we all handed out. The
feedback was overwhelmingly positive. Everyone got involved and the atmosphere
was v. positive.
Extract from Observation Log, 04/06, Durant Hall

The company continued to welcome parents/carers and teachers at every stage of the
process, watching rehearsals if they wanted to. In the later stages of the project, during
phase 3 – late rehearsal and performance period - the parents’ excitement and
gratefulness seemed to grow, along with a new found knowledge and respect for the way in
which the work came together out of a creative and playful approach. A new understanding
of how dance might be created was evolving in one parent whose own mother ran a
traditional dance school: “looked like a lot of louping around and just playing but it’s really
come together and amazing to see. Don’t know how Liv does it, talks to them in the same
way as the adult dancers and they just get it! ”

Liv Lorent rehearsing her big and small dancers
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Another compelling example of the way in which the company wanted to create an involved
environment for the families centred around one local family who experienced many of the
financial and health barriers which would normally prevent a child from finding out she was
talented in dance. Clare (not her real name) and her mother both suffered anxiety and
nervousness which the school were aware of and had explained to the creative team. The
company and the school worked together to ensure Clare could attend and eventually she
took on the key role of the child Snow White in the production. Her Head Teacher described
the family situation:
“I would never have believed this child could do this, her story is a hard one,
her mum suffers terribly from anxiety and although Clare is very well loved,
they are a family with absolutely nothing. As I talked with her mum yesterday
(following performances) she glowed with pride.
(taken from informal interview at Northern Stage Theatre and letter sent to balletLORENT)

On a number of occasions Clare’s mum was not able to take her to rehearsals, often calling
off at the last moment. The company always found a way to pick Clare up in a taxi and make
sure she attended the rehearsals. This was not a simple coordination task when rehearsals
were in mid flow and the administrative team were struggling under a heavy workload. On
one of the taxi rides, Clare was so anxious that she vomited over one of the dancers during
the journey. Given the level of difficulty this family were experiencing, this finding provides
a clear picture of what is possible with enough care, effort and motivation to reach and
identify talented young people; and to support and connect with their families.

Clare with one of the balletLORENT dancers and other young cast members
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“We are so gratefull, this is the best thing
ever for Clare. She is so happy that she got
the chance to do dancing. She has always
wanted to do this. Man and Dad are so
happy. Thanks to everyone. God bless
you.”
Letter from Clare’s mum to balletLORENT
Clare’s post-it note feedback from Durant Hall creative workshop days, 05/06 June

Audience members from the Northern Stage Theatre also highlighted the young cast
opportunity as important for the families and friends of the children.
“to keep a local feel; and to allow families to see the performance”
The comments and feedback describe the ways in which families have benefited through
this experience. The benefits seem to be wide-ranging, from feeling a huge amount of pride
and seeing their children in a new light to sharing in something which was enjoyable and
exciting even at the schools workshop stage. For some, like Clare’s mother and father, it led
to an exceptional opportunity to share in the joy of seeing their little girl’s dream come true.
It is also clear that many of the parents were surprised by what they observed in the process
of dance-making, being able to see how the childrens’ creative expression, natural
exuberance, individual thoughts and ideas could all be harnessed in a supportive and
encouraging environment. And that this led to a highly focused, disciplined, and professional
production and to joyful, happy children.
AIM 4: To create performance work that develops a strong connection to the local area (in
this case Newcastle) and offers greater relevance and resonance to the communities who
live there
As part of their community engagement and audience building programmes, balletLORENT
regularly collect audience feedback related to their theatre visit. During the evaluation
process specific questions were added to the feedback form. The questions asked how the
audience perceived the young cast involvement in Snow White, whether they knew about
the schools programme and whether they thought it was important to include local
children. Over the course of the three performances in Newcastle, thirty-nine people
responded, additionally there were nine responses from the audience attending in Durham
and Winchester. At Newcastle both the evaluator and the management team spoke to
individuals and families during the interval and post-performance, discussing the young cast
project and its aims and hopes. This personal contact and request for feedback is likely to
have encouraged more people to take the time to respond.
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The audience members in general, did not seem to be aware of the schools programme
which led to the young cast selection or even that local children were performing. The
second question of whether they thought it was important received an emphatic response
of yes, it was definitely, very, absolutely important. When further prompted as to Why it
was important, forty-eight responses were given. The responses were sorted and
categorised to measure the number of times a reason was given and to show where people
shared similar views or diverged.
Apart from the large number of enthusiastic, complementary expressions of general
appreciation and enjoyment at the inclusion of young local children, the comments below
from the audience members, centred around three main themes:
OPPORTUNITY and CHANCE and how that leads to IDENTIFYING TALENT:
“It gives the children an opportunity to try something they may not otherwise
have thought about or had the chance to do ... finds hidden talents in some
children”
“provides talent that may have otherwise gone unnoticed”
“gives them a reason to think of dance as a career”
“encourages young children to be ambitious and strive to become performers”
EQUALITY OF ACCESS to the Arts for the children and for their families and friends:
“to give local children an opportunity to be involved in theatre, particularly if they are
from background where they might not ever go to the theatre or attend dance/acting
classes”
“introducing children brings in parents and grandparents who may have previously
thought that theatre wasn’t for them”
“to make sure that ballet and theatre reaches out to all sectors of society. Everyone
should see it as open to them”
“generates more interest in dance”
“shows children that anyone can be a ballet dancer”
CONNECTING COMMUNITY and MAKING ARTS RELEVANT:
“It makes a genuine connection between the company and the local people. Both the
children who took part, and those watching, see that this is something open to
them – not just an elite few”
“The audience was more mixed than usual at Northern Stage and had a real sense of
ownership/involvement”
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“important to give local kids a chance to shine: incredible experience for the
individuals involved and makes other young people view performing arts differently:
not just some troupe from far away town landing in Newcastle like outsiders!”
This analysis shows how the aim and objective of creating performance work that develops
a strong connection to the local area was achieved and also how this led to greater
relevance and resonance for the communities who live there. The analysis did show,
however, that very few audience members outside of the families and schools knew about
the involvement of local children and how they were engaged. Once they were informed the
response was extremely warm, enthusiastic and insightful in terms of perceived benefits to
the children and to the wider community.
Members of the theatre box office staff were also asked whether they thought audiences
had known about the young cast project or if they had any examples of conversations which
would have suggested ticket buyers knew about the inclusion of local children. The answer
was that, other than the friends and families of children, there seemed to be no knowledge.
Given the extremely positive response which was given in the feedback, this would seem
like a missed opportunity for the theatres to work more closely and understand the
community work being undertaken by balletLorent so that they might build their audiences
and connect more strongly with the local community. One audience member also remarked
on the poor timing of the Snow White run and suggested the theatre should have
programmed it in the schools half term when more families might have attended.

AIM 5: To continue to embody the Arts Council of England CYP Quality Principles, a set of
common principles for working with, and creating work for, children and young people
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

striving for excellence
being authentic
being exciting, inspiring and engaging
ensuring a positive, child-centred experience
actively involving children and young people
providing a sense of personal progression
developing a sense of ownership and belonging

The purpose of this report is not to measure the fulfilment of the Arts Council of England
Quality Principles as they relate to the production of Snow White but to consider the ways
they have been fulfilled within the young cast performance and participation programme.
Although many of these principles could be identified throughout the findings related to the
other aims and objectives, the next section has focused on examples which show how these
principles were being experienced by the children who participated and performed in the
project and those that watched the performance as audience members.
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The photographic evidence contained within this report is able to demonstrate the many
examples of active involvement (5) of the children and the child-centred (4) approach. On
page 11 the photograph of children exploring their animal movements clearly demonstrates
how the children immersed themselves in the explorations. This photograph also strongly
conveys how the children were, at the same time, in relationship with the others in the
room, owning their physical and imaginative discoveries while still responding and
belonging (7) to the group. At one of the Northern Stage performances of Snow White, one
audience members also commented on how the children in the audience would be inspired,
excited and engaged (3): “I bet lots of kids will go home and start crawling about like
animals!”
On page 14 - the photograph of the Northern Stage rehearsal - it is possible to see the sense
of active involvement (5), child-centredness (4) and belonging (7) which the children were
experiencing. In terms of the body language being adopted, Liv and another dancer were
naturally kneeling down to be at the same level as the children, demonstrating in their
physicality as well as in their spoken interaction, that the children were fully and
authentically involved (2 & 5). And as remarked on by one of the parents: “were never
talked down to”.
The sense of personal progression (6), for those who continued through to the final
performing phase, is perhaps best demonstrated through the words of Emma’s mother:
“From what she thought was an exciting PE lesson to taking the bow at the Gala
theater, she could never have dreamed that this would actually happen to her.”
During the schools workshop programme, the evaluation was also set up to ensure that the
children were actively involved (5) in the feedback process and the evaluator was able to
provide a child-centred (4) approach to gathering the views and thoughts and experiences of
even the youngest participants, who all joined in enthusiastically:
Following their workshop I went with them into the school library where the children were
invited to draw or write on little post-it notes. I asked them to draw their experience of the
scenes or to write words or to tell each other what it was like (audio recording). They were
very enthusiastic to give feedback, just the same as their enthusiasm to take part in the
workshop. They wanted to draw themselves as the animal (see post-its and pictures) and
there were two expressions which kept coming up, very spontaneously; it was fun and I was
sad. I got the distinct impression that they enjoyed feeling sad in this way.
Extract from Observation Log, 15/05, Bridgewater
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Set up of feedback session in Bridgewater Primary School Library, 15/05

From an audience perspective the word cloud below, which included many children’s
responses, is another illuminating indicator of how the quality principles were being
fulfilled. When the audience were asked for three words to describe the young children’s
performance in Snow White, the word most frequently written was professional, a term
associated with excellence and a high standard of achievement and presentation (1). There
were another 120 individual adjectives written, describing the high levels of excitement,
inspiration and engagement (3) that were being generated and perceived by the watching
audience. In this simple analysis below, the more times a word was given in the feedback,
the more often it was input into the word cloudvi programme, resulting in an informative
visual representation of the audience response.
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Another key example of the ways in which the fulfilment of the quality principles was
evident came towards the end of the Newcastle Young Cast project when Liv Lorent talked
about her own personal reflections. Liv’s clearly stated and authentically (2) pursued vision
is to include people of every age and stage in her dance theatre work. In this project the aim
had been particularly ambitious - to include very young children from diverse and often
disadvantaged backgrounds - and proved to be extremely demanding. From the feedback
across the evaluation period, there is little doubt that the striving for excellence (1) had
been achieved and exceeded, but serious questions remained for Liv Lorent in terms of the
cost to herself, her team and her dancers. The following section details some of those
questions along with a look at some of the disappointments which were an inevitable part
of any visionary and far-reaching project.

What were the difficulties or disappointments?
During phase 1, the schools workshop programme, the key disappointment for the creative
team was the realisation that many of the children they would have liked to take forward
were not able to attend or commit to the ongoing process:
The school was predominantly ethnic population with very few white children. This does
raise questions of cultural differences in behaviour/performance suitability which had
already been discussed as a potential issue. The fact that Ramadan happens over the
summer means that the children and their parents may not be as able to take part; low
energy levels in the daytime etc. Also many of the Muslim boys attend regular study
classes in the week. Also pupils who have other after school activities like gymnastics
might also find it hard to commit the regular time needed.
Extract from Observation Log, 15/05, Westgate Hill

During phase 2, the early rehearsal and creation period, the disappointment for Liv and her
dancers was related to the vision and idealistic intention to include the most wild and free
and even undisciplined children in Snow White. As noted earlier, often the children who
showed the most potential for onstage creative expression were the children whose
behaviour was regarded as ‘challenging’ within the school. The team regularly discussed
ways that they might be able to work with those particular children. In the end up they
realised it was likely to prove too problematic during the later rehearsal and performance
stage when the children were required to show a lot of patience between scenes and be
able to stay extremely focused.
Perhaps the biggest disappointment for the creative team came when they realised they
would have to make an additional selection at the end of phase 2. The team had intended
and hoped that they would be able to take all the remaining children through to the
performance stage. They had expected some natural drop off over the summer months but
when that didn’t happen, they had to consider the safety of the children as rehearsals
moved to the theatre environment. They realised there would be difficulties involved in
keeping track of so many very young children and that this would become more difficult
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once the costumes (including animal masks) were worn and when the stage lights were on,
creating darkness in the wings.
There was strong disappointment expressed, at the end of phase 2, by the parents of one
child who was not taken forward. They wrote a letter of complaint which acknowledged and
appreciated the opportunity their child was given but also voiced their surprise and
disappointment with the way the final selection had been communicated and handled. One
of the creative team made personal contact with the parents to explain their reasons and to
express deeply felt regret at not being able to continue with all seventeen children. They
also took on board the parent’s comments about doing something special for the children
who were let go at this stage. The children were all given signed Snow White posters and a
thank you letter from the company.
There was conflicting feedback however, with many other families emphasising how well the
communication process had been handled. At the time the complaint letter was received, a
questionnaire (Appendix 2) had been sent to all seventeen families to find out about their
(and their child’s) experience of the project so far. Of the seventeen questionnaires sent out,
ten were completed – nine by parents of children who went on to perform in Snow White
and one by a parent whose child did not. All of the parents, when asked How was the
communication and organisational aspect of the rehearsals for you? responded by circling
the upper end of the scale, between 8 &10: well to very well handled. Six parents did not
respond to the questionnaire request, three being parents whose children were not taken
forward.
In the post-performance period the parents were asked for final feedback about the project
and at this stage there was a request from one of the parents to ensure the communication
process be as clear as possible. This may suggest that the complex travel arrangements and
late nights, which were required during the theatre performances, became an additional
organisational burden for the families that they may not have fully anticipated.
In terms of phase 3, particularly the performance period, there were some additional
difficulties which arose for Liv Lorent and her company. These were articulated by Liv in her
post-performance reflections (telephone interview 27/11/15). She highlighted the strain
which was experienced by her dancers who were caring for such very young children on and
off stage at a time when they would normally be focusing on their own performance
preparations. The production staff too faced additional demands in helping those parents
and families whose lives were quite chaotic and who were dealing with very new, albeit
positive and exciting, experiences. Liv described one example where she found herself
prioritising warm-ups with the children so that her dancers could have more personal time
to prepare. This, she felt, was done at the expense of time she could have spent building
relationships with theatre staff and potential supporters.
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3.

PROJECT CONCLUSION

What has been learned?


It is extremely unusual for professional companies to undertake school workshops as a
staged stepping stone towards an audition process. In this groundbreaking model,
balletLORENT were able to offer many more children equal access and opportunity,
including and targeting children in more deprived areas of Newcastle



This new model for recruiting young participants was highly successful in both artistic
and social outcomes; the children who performed in Snow White were enthusiastically
reviewed for their professionalism and talent, and there was significant evidence of
positive benefits to the children who took part in the project as well as their families, the
schools and the audiences



balletLORENT demonstrated a clear ability to undertake a project of this ambitious
scope; offering challenge, encouragement and skill development at the same time as
conveying a high level of thoughtfulness and care in working with very young children
from diverse, and in some cases challenging, backgrounds.



The new model required considerable effort to implement, and this took a physical and
emotional toll on company members who were leading the Young Cast Project and who
were, at the same time, bringing a new production to the stage.



Even in this model, the process of reducing the numbers of children, particularly in the
later stages, requires very careful handling to ensure that any disappointment felt by the
child, and their families, is minimised as much as possible



Even in those schools where dance formed some part of the curriculum, it was evident
that the dance experiences which balletLORENT was able to offer were much more
creative and stimulating than the dance classes normally offered to the children



That creative ability is often hidden or unexplored. In most cases the children chosen to
perform had not been previously recognised for their movement capacity and
performance ability and many parents and teachers were taken by surprise by their
children and what they were capable of achieving



That there is a genuine value, acknowledged by Liv Lorent, her professional dancers and
the audience, to including children with little formal dance experience; those children
are often more able to convey movement and expression in a less self-conscious and
more compelling way, which communicates and resonates with the audience. This also
encouraged the professional dancers to question their own movement capacities
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What are the future possibilities and hopes for a lasting impact?
ENCOURAGING MORE SUPPORT AND INVOLVEMENT OF THE THEATRES
 Further explore the possibilities of involving the theatres in more of the vision and
process of participation projects which are directly impacting local people. There would
seem to be real scope to encourage the theatres to realise the potential for working with
and supporting balletLORENT so that together they can engage and inspire more local
people to connect with the theatre and the performing arts world
FINDING WAYS TO HELP CHILDREN TO CONTINUE THEIR CREATIVE DANCE EXPERIENCE
 The creative approach and techniques to facilitating movement in young children
surprised and delighted many who were involved in the project; the process of the
creative workshops being valued as much as the performance opportunities. Many
teachers and parents found their minds and eyes being opened to future possibilities for
their children, but their question was how could they help their child to continue?
ENGAGING IN DIALOGUE ABOUT NEW FUTURES FOR DANCE?
 This very personal question, above, is also at the heart of a bigger debate in the
professional dance training world where there continues to be polarisation and tension
between those who advocate for more traditional methods and those who are adopting
new approaches. This project, through the process of detailed evaluation, provides a
compelling case for further exploration of how these methods might be further discussed
and disseminated to benefit not just the dance ecosystem but, critically, to evolve the
understanding and relevance of dance in peoples’ lives and futures.
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