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Executive summary
Extant commissioned an evaluation of its touring performance of Sheer in 2012.  The evaluation was set in the context of 4 area of research taken form the Arts Council funding application and used qualitative and quantitative data techniques to draw conclusions about the success of the performance in delivering against these areas, and in identifying areas of learning and for potential development.

The findings show that in attending Sheer the majority of audience members felt they had enjoyed an innovative and immersive theatrical experience, and that it provoked thought and reflection regarding visually impaired performance.  The interactive elements of the performance were identified as of particular interest and significance.  The performance also reached a significant amount of people who had not previously heard of Extant and had a wide appeal (e.g. students, visually impaired, over 50’s etc.); however without more data it is difficult to draw conclusions around whether new ‘types’ of audiences were reached.  

The findings show that Sheer provided a rare, interesting and accessible platform for showcasing visually impaired work and that the performances of the artists involved were identified as high quality.  There were mixed responses about the quality of the production as a whole from both artists and audience members, and ambiguity of understandings about the purpose or messaging of the production; the unique context of Extant (i.e. being the only professional performing arts organisation in the UK) naturally adds significance and challenge in these areas.

The question of Sheer (and Extant’s) contribution to developing experimental arts practice in the UK performing arts sector is one that has not been addressed in this evaluation but is recommended as an area for future research.

Background / intro
Extant is a professional performing arts organization specialising in supporting, developing and showcasing work by visually impaired artists.  

Sheer is Extant’s first full production since 2005, and is a culmination of 6 research and development days held with visually impaired practitioners in 2007 and a number of smaller-scale theatrical and cabaret experiences over the past 4 years.  

Extant commissioned Miriam Kybird to conduct an evaluation of the performance Sheer between February and May 2012.  Extant is unique in being Britain’s only professional performing arts company specialising in producing work by visually impaired artists.  

Sheer was written and directed by the Director of Extant.  It should be noted that this was not the original intention and became necessary due to issues with the writer originally commissioned to create the script, therefor introducing an unexpected and challenging factor to the creation of the performance.  

Evaluation brief
The purpose of the evaluation was to provide information for internal learning, to assess outcomes against the Arts Council funding bid and where possible to be used as an awareness raising and advocacy tool for external stakeholders.  As well as conducting the evaluation the task also involved identifying and capturing raw data from the performances.

The evaluator proposed the 4 areas of research taken from the funding application (see below).

Areas of research
The areas highlighted in the proposal or key impacts for the performance, and therefore a focus for evaluation are to assess how well the performance of Sheer delivered against the following objectives:
1. To build on Extant’s skill in creating immersive productions and strengthen the company’s position in experimental arts practice
2. To celebrate the UK’s diversity by promoting through public performance the skills and talent of professional (visually impaired) artists
3. To reach new and diverse audiences and offer them an interactive theatre experience based on our research, that sensorily and textually engages them with the main themes of the piece
4. To re-launch Extant as a producer of high quality ground breaking theatre which has touring potential

As well as focussing on the performance of Sheer, the evaluation will aim to make broader organisational recommendations from findings.


Limitations of the evaluation

1. Due to external factors the evaluation was commissioned at a late stage in the process and therefor limited the time available for effective data capture.
2. Due to limited time available only 2 case studies were undertaken rather than the 4 proposed; these did not include the Director.
3. A lack of previous audience data limited the depth of analysis of new and existing audiences possible.
4. There is a difference in interpretation about the term ‘experimental arts practice’ particularly in reference to developing practice.  Organisationally this has been intended to mean developing new types of theatre, however the evaluation also included individual artists practice therefore conclusions draw should be seen in the light of these differing interpretations.  


Methodology
Qualitative and quantitative data was collected in a variety of ways and analysed to produce findings against the 4 areas of research.
Initially a baseline survey will be conducted to determine key information on audience make-up which can be used in future evaluations to establish audience development over a period of time and performances. 

Background documents
· Arts Council application
· Existing reports (e.g. Board reports etc)

Data capture
1. Box office records
2. Audience survey (quantitative)
3. Qualitative audience questions (Q&A) 
4. Case studies 	
· Audience member
· Artist



	4 Research areas
	Methodology

	Is Sheer developing performance practice
	Case studies 

	
	Qualitative audience questions 

	
	

	Does Sheer celebrate diversity and support visually impaired artists
	Case studies


	
	

	Reach new audiences (baseline survey)
	Quantitative audience survey 

	
	Data from box office

	
	Quantitative audience survey (web)

	
	

	Produce high quality work
	Case studies

	
	Qualitative audience questions


 



Results

To build on Extant’s skill in creating immersive productions and strengthen the company’s position in experimental arts practice (developing performance practice)

· Practitioner perspective
From the practitioner interview and Q&A session recordings the artist feedback is that there was no significant individual skills or performance development, excepting the new experience of performing Burlesque movements and sighted crew-members experiencing working with visually impaired practitioners.  
However there was a feeling that the experience contributed to a certain extent to artist practice in terms of enhancing and solidifying existing knowledges, skills and experiences, for example the aerial practitioner speaks of existing skills being incorporated into the performance (it should be noted that combining Audio Description with aerial performance was a new element).  The opportunity to ‘practice’, to fine-tune skills and to keep ‘supple’ were all stated as benefits of being part of the production.  
 
· Audience perspective 
How would you rate your experience of Sheer as an innovative and completely immersive theatrical experience?
   
	Excellent
	56%

	Good
	34%

	Average
	6%

	Not good
	0%

	No answer
	4%



Sheer successfully combined comedy, burlesque and horror

	Strongly agree
	18%

	Agree
	27%

	Disagree
	3%

	Strongly disagree
	1%

	No answer
	51%



In describing their reaction to the performance audience members talked about 4 types of experience that created the whole performance experience:
1. Light and dark (as an experience of being in the dark and of moving between dark and light)
2. Sound effects and soundscapes 
3. Tactile effects
4. Visual elements (i.e. sets and costumes)

The emotions and reactions created were varied, and discussed as a positive or enhancing part of the experience.  Common words used to describe their experiences were:
Excited, disoriented, confused, scared, claustrophobic 

Phenomenons experienced were:
· the need to trust unknown factors
· losing normal inhibitions
· having a collective audience experience (being aware of emotions and reaction around them) 

‘Brilliant production which appealed to all my senses. I also felt I learnt something about being visually impaired.’(Audience member)
‘Never felt anything like it before! Would definitely see/experience another show.’ (Audience member)
‘Excellent tactile effects. Good combination of comedy/burlesque, but [not] that much horror.’ (Audience member)


To celebrate the UK’s diversity by promoting through public performance the skills and talent of professional visually impaired artists

Analyzing the types of questions raised by audience members in the post-performance Q&A sessions indicate that people were primarily interested in the concepts behind devising work as a visually impaired artist, and the experience of visual impairment generally and specifically as an artists:

Concepts  						40%
Visually impaired experience 		29%
Skills (mechanics or working in theatre as a VI person) 18%
Technical questions about the performance 	13%

Promoting skills and talents 
Extant promoted and showcased the skills and talents of professional visually impaired artists through the nature and ethos of the production i.e. in working specifically with visually impaired artists.  

As mentioned above, one artist felt that they were able to bring their own unique skills to the performance.  Another artist felt that the production did provide a platform for visually impaired artists to perform in a professional setting, but issues around quality of the production (specifically the development of and resulting script and limited external creative input into the script writing process) hindered showcasing visually impaired artists work at its’ best.
The artist referred to the unique platform that this production offered visually impaired artists and spoke of the importance of putting ‘another notch on the cultural bedpost’ for visually impaired work, however described their experience of the production as original, overcomplicated and long.  They felt that the cast, concept and story had potential but that this was not fully realized.  

‘Brilliant performance by all, great format and production. Will certainly recommend. Love the audience participation!’ (Audience member)
‘The three leads with their character voices were brilliant, including the interaction with the audience’. (Audience member)

To reach new and diverse audiences and offer them an interactive theatre experience based on our research, that sensorily and textually engages them with the main themes of the piece

Snapshot of current audience (results from audience survey - 80 respondents approx. 18.7%):

	Male
	50%

	Female
	50%

	Under 30
	25%

	30-50
	35%

	Over 50
	29%

	Visually impaired
	8%

	Sighted
	82%

	Heard of Extant
	36%

	New to Extant
	52%



	 Marketing
	total
	sighted
	heard of extant

	email
	6
	3
	5

	facebook
	0
	 -
	 -

	flyer
	7
	7
	3

	other
	14
	13
	8

	poster
	2
	2
	0

	press
	1
	1
	0

	radio
	0
	 -
	 -

	twitter
	0
	 -
	 -

	web
	6
	6
	2

	wom
	36
	34
	11



This shows a good diversity in the audience attracted to the performance and a breadth of appeal. The case study with the audience member showed primarily that the experience was a very positive and thought provoking one for them, and that the interactive elements, and the experience of being in the dark, both of which created unsettling and exciting emotions, were central to their engagement with the performance. Interestingly they felt that the moments of more traditional audience participation were weak in comparison to the more innovative approaches taken. They felt that the cast being made up of visually impaired artists was important for the authenticity of the production, and that seeing the performance twice would have increased their enjoyment and understanding of the themes that unfolded throughout the production.   

Two target audiences identified for this production are worth noting:
· Firstly the visually impaired; the percentage of visually impaired is low however without further research into visually impaired audiences across the performing arts sector it is impossible to determine how representative this is.  
· Secondly students; more than one performance was attended by individual or groups of drama students who had attended to further their experience and knowledge of disability arts for their degrees, the implications of this are discussed below.    

Other than noting 52% of the audience were new to Extant it is hard to identify how well Sheer contributed to developing an audience for Extant’s work since there is no prior base-line data to assess development against (i.e. did the production reach specific areas of the public that other performances hadn’t such as students / over 50’s etc).  The results below could be interpreted as showing that many audience members were introduced to new ideas and themes through the production

I felt challenged and provoked by the issues portrayed

	Strongly agree
	21%

	Agree
	61%

	Disagree
	10%

	Strongly disagree
	1%

	No answer
	7%




‘Issues of how sighted people approach visually impaired people and vocabulary they use very well and funnily described.’ (Audience member)
‘I thought the performances and characterisations were excellent, however I felt that the piece was too long. There were scenes where I found myself switching off. I found the overall 'message' of the piece ambiguous - I wasn't sure what I was supposed to have learnt or been taught by the piece. The fantasy elements were interesting and quite comic, but I didn't feel that they were satisfactorily concluded.’ (Audience member)
‘I found it impressive, moving and disturbing - I am not visually impaired but got a feel of how it must be.’ (Audience member)
‘Left with a jumble of insights/questions.’ (Audience member)

To re-launch Extant as a producer of high quality ground breaking theatre which has touring potential

As above, 90% of respondents rated their experience of Sheer as Excellent or Good, and qualitative evidence supports this, showing that a significant majority of respondents enjoyed their experience and found something new in the production, whether that was a performance element or theme.  In the audience case study it was clear that the interviewee felt that the quality of the experience was high, to the extent that they would have liked to see the performance again and actively recommended it to other people.  For them there were experiences (e.g. theatre in the dark) and themes that were new to them and that they found thought provoking.  It was clear throughout the interview that they had continued to consider and reflect upon the performance long after the experience.  The high quality of the performers was a theme that emerged in the case study and the audience surveys.
However there were a number of references in audience feedback to the quality and length of the script, and to a lesser extent the sound quality.

From the performer’s perspective the fact that Extant offers the only example of a professional company made up exclusively of visually impaired artists was significant, however the quality of the script and the challenges of direction without sighted assistance were also highlighted.   

Great show - could be edited to be 10% shorter. Lovely images. Sometimes music and voice needed better balancing. Great show - do a big tour!! (Audience member)
It lacks a narrative. It's a brief idea spun out too long. (Audience member)

Key findings and points of learning

1. The production of Sheer built on and enhanced existing skills and experiences of the organisation and the artists involved, and created a performance that a significant majority of the audience (90%) felt was either excellent or good at achieving this outcome.
However, the performance raised questions about the difference between building on or crystallising existing practice as different to developing new or innovative practice, and where Extant and Sheer sits on this spectrum.  The production introduced some artists to a new skill (Burlesque) but was seen as less successful at developing new practices. 
The role Sheer has had (and Extant will continue to have) in the broader UK performing arts sector was outside the remit of the evaluation but is an area where more focussed research would be useful. 


2. Sheer provided a rare and distinctive platform for the skills and talents of visually impaired artists, and introduced themes and experiences connected to visual impairment that many audience members (82%) felt challenged and provoked them.  However the idea of ‘celebrating’ is complex and it is unclear how to interpret success in this context.
Audience members showed a real interest to learn more about the concepts behind the performance and the experience of being visually impaired within the performance.   

Extant / Sheer specific contribution could be identified as the following   	areas:
· Educating audiences and practitioners
· Providing a unique showcase and platform for visually impaired theatre
· Enhancing practitioners knowledge and skills

For many it seems that the purpose of ‘celebration’ was unclear – whether the purpose was to showcase the quality of visually impaired artists’ skills, to raise awareness of themes and opportunities linked to visual impairment, or to develop new performance practices and approaches linked to visual impairment.  Crudely put, the underlying purposes behind these three areas could be described as enhancing equality, awareness and distinctiveness.  
The organisation has clear views on which of these areas performances and organisational ethos are focused on and therefor a potential area for development could be to look at managing audience expectation by communicating the purposes and aims more overtly.

Extant’s situation as the only professional performing arts company focussing on the work of visually impaired artists places even more significance on this question; external expectation of both artists and audiences may be that the organisation is undertaking all three tasks.  It is important to think through how Extant communicates it purpose, ethos and remit effectively to audiences so that expectation is managed.  Extant is in essence a section of the UK performing arts sector in itself, and because of this needs to consider the challenges this position puts on it, e.g. the lack of specialist infrastructure, support or development structures around the organisation, and how it ensures it continues to draw on external creative input in what could be a very isolated situation.    


3. The performance attracted a good cross-section of people and engaged the audience effectively with key themes (as above), although some found the ‘message’ ambiguous.  
Tracking the make-up of the audience and using targeted communications and long term communication strategies for engagement would be a useful area for further development.   
The idea of attracting ‘new’ audiences raised important points about the need for identifying and developing a national audience for this work, and the complexities of this linked to the challenges identified above of being unique as a professional performing arts company specialising in the work of visually impaired artists  (i.e. intended impacts on audiences, is work produced for a visually impaired, a sighted audience or both, how to reach this audience, target groups, tailored engagement  techniques etc).  This links to the key objectives of Extant and how these are communicated to audiences and wider stakeholders, for example some audience members were unsure what the ‘message’ was or if there was one.  
4. Reactions to the quality of the performance were varied; quality of enjoyment and engagement with the experience were mainly high, the performances of the actors and the use of interactive / burlesque / aerial / comedy elements were again mainly rated as high.  However some technical areas were generally identified as less effective, i.e. the script and length of the show, the sound quality.  
The quality of the experience as a whole from an artist perspective (rehearsals, technical working performances etc) was again mixed; some more challenging areas were identified as the development, quality and length of the script and therefore the amount of work needed to produce the performance.  There were also challenges in terms of the artist’s experience of being directed, with one artist mentioning it may have been easier if the director had had support or an assistant throughout the process. 

Possible causes for this were identified by the artist as:
· Issues with the original writer and therefor the time available for script development and refinement (it should be noted that this was out of the control of the company)
· Lack of wider creative input into the script development process (N.B. there had been some external input to the script development process however the comments of the artist interviewed indicate that they consider more could have been done in this area)

Related issues and questions were raised by artists about the purpose and identity of the production in relation to quality (i.e. is it was a showcase for talent, or to develop new practice and the link to quality), the challenges of working in a unique environment where there is a lack of creative support and networks to draw into development processes, benchmarking visually impaired performance in a national performing arts context or seeing it as a distinctive area.


Recommendations

1. Drawing on the feedback of audiences and artists it is recommended that Extant continues to use and explore multi-sensory techniques in performance which received significant positive feedback from the audience, and to draw on and showcase visually impaired artists existing skills.  
To improve the quality and impact of the performances Extant could work with a wider pool of artists to draw into the process, as originally intended for this production (i.e. performers, writer and director as separate roles) and enhance the Directors impact and effectiveness through additional support structures during the process of direction.  

2. To gain a real understanding of the impact of Sheer and Extant’s wider impact on the performing arts sector in the UK, further research and mapping needs to be done of visually impaired artists, opportunities, support structures and networks.  From this it will be easier to identify a clear idea of where there are areas of need and how Extant can support practice development and sector development in terms of visually impaired artists.    

3. To enhance the reach and impact of its performances it would be helpful for Extant to focus its long term audience development strategy on one or more of the key organisational objectives:
· Educating mainstream audiences
· Developing a reputation and marketing strategy to attract visually impaired audiences
· Identifying strategic audiences where the significance of Extant’s work can impact on performing art practice on a national level (e.g. universities / drama students providing links with curriculum related to diversity or disability)

4. To improve the quality of future productions by enhancing wider creative input into the development of productions, Extant should continue to build on the work it is currently doing in creating and using wider creative networks, support structures and CPD structures for visually impaired artists, and leading national bodies in building a body of support, awareness and practice in the area of visual impairment.  
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