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Context: 

This report is based on returned questionnaires distributed to audience members present at the 

Streetwise Community Circus CIC (hereafter SCC) summer school performances in August 2016. The 

questionnaire complements the parallel internal evaluation of staff members involved in the project, 

and evaluation from selected performers conducted throughout the project.   

The 2016 summer school performance was a circus theatre show devised, rehearsed, managed and 

performed by a group of 15 adults with learning disabilities and/or accessing mental health services 

in Belfast, assisted by a team of 6 SCC circus tutors and an externally appointed director, Stephen 

Beggs. SCC also relied upon the support and expertise of staff and volunteers at the Belvoir Players 

Theatre, Belfast and from the organisers of the Bounce Festival and Lyric Theatre. The whole process 

was completed in less than 2 weeks, with cast and crew meeting on Monday morning of week 1, 

working from 10am to 4pm each weekday, and performing the final show three times to a public 

audience on the Friday of week 2 and the following Saturday. 

The full show was presented twice on the Friday – once in the morning for an invited audience from 

various day centres around the Belfast area, and once in the afternoon for other guests and members 

of the public; and as part of the Bounce Festival in the Lyric Theatre on the Saturday afternoon. This 

evaluation is based on returns from all 3 shows. 

This evaluation was designed to explore 3 key themes arising from audience perceptions of the public 

performances: 

 Observations of positive or negative impacts on individuals participating in the summer school 

project, (question 2)  

 Reaction to the show, (question 3) 

 Any other comments, (question 4).  

Initial analysis of the data suggests that the performances were perceived as successful in a broad 

range of areas. Many comments came from audience members who had seen shows in previous years, 

and were very impressed by the way that this, the 8th Summer School performance, continued to 

develop in terms of quality. There was also a good deal of data collected regarding the positive impacts 

on performers’ mood and well-being, levels of confidence, communication and self-esteem. An 

overriding theme gathered from these responses was the amount of fun that was on display at this 

year’s show, and how much comedy was displayed. Although seemingly trivial, this element is in fact 

extremely powerful. As an organisation, SCC is committed to showing our participants in the best light 
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on stage, and to share in the diversity of all of our performers in positive way. With this in mind, the 

ability to enable performers with a learning disability and/or mental health issues to take to the stage 

and make an audience laugh WITH, rather than AT them is, in the author’s perspective, a very robust 

argument for continuing to do what we do. 

 

Effective consideration of this audience data has been possible due to the author being involved in 

the project throughout the 2 weeks as part of the circus skills tutor team. The data provided below is 

therefore a mix of participant observation and qualitative analysis of questionnaire returns.  

 

Audience figures were estimated at 108 individuals in the Friday morning show, 90 in the Friday 

afternoon show and around 100 at the Lyric Theatre. We received 59 returned evaluation forms, with 

many family groups and day centre groups choosing to return group responses. There was no effort 

made to analyse audience backgrounds regarding age, ethnicity, geographical location, etc. 

The main difference in terms of audience returns this year is the large number of people who came 

‘simply to watch the show’ – i.e. who are unrelated to the cast either through family, socially or service 

provision. This is a positive move in that it suggests the show is increasingly being seen as a public 

event (this was particularly noticeable at the Bounce Festival performance). However, a lower 

proportion of returns from carers and families limits the amount of data regarding impacts upon 

participants. As such it may be worth considering gathering this kind of data through more targeted 

evaluation methods in future.  
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Audience breakdown according to performance: 
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If you are a parent/carer/friend, have you noticed any effects on the behaviour of the 

performers over the last two weeks? E.g. better sleep patterns, positive or negative 

mood/behaviour etc,  

31 of 59 respondents (53%) identified as family member, carer/staff or friend, we received 27 

responses to this question, including 2 from audience members who did not identify as any of these 

categories. Many of the comments provided listed more than one impact, resulting in a total of 50 

responses. 

 

 

The following analysis raises three distinct themes drawn from responses received. Clearly these 

issues would need to be investigated more thoroughly to have any real evidential impact; however, 

the responses do form an important perspective and they give SCC some idea of the broad areas of 

impact that this social circus project can influence. 

Happiness, general enjoyment, positive mood 

This section of responses can be grouped together under the term ‘happiness’. Participants in this 

year’s summer school showed increased levels of positive wellbeing according to their families, friends 

and care staff. Comments ranged from general positive mood to specific instances of wellbeing: 

Very positive mood, very keen to do well 
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Loving life, full of excitement can’t wait for next day, she has enjoyed it so much. 

Having a positive impact on wellbeing for our participants fits in with both the ethos of SCC as an 

organisation, and also with the ethos of the Bamford Report1; this highlights the need for a number of 

agencies to work to improve the lives of people in Northern Ireland living with a disability. SCC believes 

that circus projects such as this can have a positive impact on an individual’s sense of happiness and 

enjoyment. The real value in this work would be to measure the crossover effect of these results into 

the times where participants are not actively involved in circus activities. 

 

Confidence, positive behaviour, motivation: 

This group of responses suggests that participation in the summer school programme run by SCC has 

an impact on individual’s emotional wellbeing. An increase in confidence is a theme that has recurred 

throughout the evaluation of social circus projects such as this, and one that recurs in informal 

conversation with a number of audience members. An improvement in positive behaviour is also 

alluded to through these returns, although rarely with any detail (although, once again, individual 

conversations with parents and carers throughout the 2 weeks often includes references to more 

positive and less negative behaviours – e.g. a decrease in violent outbursts) However, this is the first 

year that the concept of motivation and the theme of looking forward to an activity has been 

expressed so strongly. Having a more positive expectation towards the immediate future is central to 

individual sense of emotional wellbeing and is a theme that is also worth further investigation. 

Tired, very motivated, excited 

More focused and talking more, eager to get up in the morning and wanting to go to circus 

school 

A lot happier and more confident. Increased energy 

 

 

Better sleep/verbal communication. 

                                                           
1 Bamford, D. (2005) Equal lives: Review of policy and services for people with a learning disability in Northern Ireland. 

Research Report http://www.dhsspsni.gov.uk/learning-disability-report 
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The third category of observations relates to a more physical sense of wellbeing. Once again, these 

are areas which we have identified in previous Summer School evaluations, and it is encouraging to 

see that they are still being noted. 

Positive mood and lots of chat in the weeks leading up to the show, excitement and enjoyment 

Better sleep and behaviour 

 

Other effects: 

In addition to the themes outlined above, other individual responses included references to: increased 

energy, better dreams, more focus, being less shy, having a positive attitude, having a positive outlet 

for energy, showing progress, and being keen to do well. 
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Reaction to the show 

Keywords from audience responses to Questions 3 and 4 

 

What did you think of the show? (If you liked it please tell us why – if you didn’t like it – 

please tell us why!) 

As with the responses from previous evaluations of SCC summer school shows, this question was 

answered by 100% of the respondents and was overwhelmingly positive. This question is designed to 

draw critical observations of the show, both positive and negative. We include this question in order 

to establish certain public perceptions of our participants, as well as to establish areas of strength and 

weakness in both the product (show) and process (rehearsal period) of the project. 
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General comments/adjectives: 

 

“Excellent a fine production” 

“It was brilliant as always, they always out on a good show for the people watching it” 

“Excellent, everyone a star” 

“Brilliant, can’t help but think every year expectations have been raised and achieved” 

 

In general, the production of Hood was very well received, as can be seen by the number of positive 

ways in which audiences described their experiences of watching the show. In addition, many of these 

responses also included specific areas that stood out above the general ‘positive comment’ 

 

Fun, funniness and hard work: 

The most common specific theme is, once again, a recurring feature of the SCC Summer School shows 

– that of the level of enjoyment shown by the performers. SCC positively encourages the use of fun as 

a teaching tool, and is of the opinion that it is much better to watch someone having fun on stage, 

than to watch someone who is anxious, scared or otherwise ill-at-ease. 

 Obvious the performers were having fun so the audience did too 
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Brilliant! Very good fun – full of joy 

Loved it so much fun and everyone involved obviously enjoyed it all 

In addition, in 2016, we also received a number of comments that referred to how funny the show 

was this year: 

It was a brilliant show, really funny and all the performers looked like they were really enjoying 

themselves 

It was really good it was really funny 

It was funny, with lots of movement. 

It may seem rather pedantic to differentiate between performers having fun and the show being 

funny, but I feel that this is an important distinction, which relates to the production of a professional 

and entertaining performance – rather than a means for a group of performers to just get together 

and have fun. 

With that in mind, the next theme was the level of hard work undertaken by the cast as evidenced by 

the performance itself. Clearly, while we were all having fun, a fair amount of work was being done 

by all those involved, and it is nice to see that this was recognised. 

The show was fab, the circus skills were amazing, brilliant effort put in by all. Very well done 

As usual very good and thoroughly enjoyed it. A lot of work has went into this. Well done 

everyone. Look forward to next year’s performance 

Production values: 

We had a number of positive comments relating to the production of the show this year. Many people 

pointed out that the script/plot was clear and easy to follow, and that the show was well produced 

generally with good sets, costumes and venues: 

Loved it, really funny, lots of skills on show! Really well put together, easy to follow the story and 

improvisation was well delivered. 

Very funny – good script, good incorporation of circus skills. V. good set and costumes 

Excellent, well produced and entertaining 

Best one yet! Slick, well produced and delivered, easy to follow and loved the improvisation 
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Other Comments: 

Other specific comments covered such themes as being ‘inspirational’; commenting on the Circus 

skills on display; and many took the opportunity to point out specific elements such as the puppetry 

and live musical accompaniment.  

Very funny, great set, loved fox and badger and music accompaniment 

This show was brilliant, each circus act told the Hood story very well and all involved seemed to 

have enjoyed it. Staff cooperated well within the play with the clients 

Loved it, great fun, gives a very positive view of people with disabilities. Was a great example 

for kids of all ages and abilities 

 

Critical responses: 

Whilst the show seemed to have been very well received by the audiences, and the vast majority of 

the comments were positive, we did receive 3 comments that could be described as more critical. This 

is, as has been stated before, a good thing for SCC, as it suggests that people are not afraid to criticise 

the artistic merit or quality of a performance, for fear of upsetting a cast of vulnerable adults. As such, 

we appreciate the following comments, and will do our best to act upon them in future projects: 

Difficult to pick up words occasionally, otherwise super 

Only a personal opinion, but the music grated on me and distracted at times2 

Really enjoyed it. Good pace, slowed a bit at ‘mace’ bit but got back on track 

 

 

  

                                                           
2 This comment was recorded as part of the ‘any other comments’ section, but is included here as one of only 
3 critical comments recorded on the forms. 
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Any other comments: 

Finally, space was given at the end of the evaluation form for audience members to provide any other 

comments or observations about the show and/or project. 38 of the 59 forms (64%) contained some 

comment, of which the remarks are grouped into the following themes.  

 

 

General positive comments 

39% of forms provided generally positive comments regarding the show/project: 

Once again, another great 2 weeks for the performers 

Programme fantastic, thank you very much  

Streetwise is brilliant. This is a great summer scheme every year 

Ability over disability 

11% of forms included comments regarding the impact of this work on public perceptions of disability: 

Just goes to show even with a disability all things are possible  

This type of play works very well for all clients, they get a sense of enjoyment and it has shown 

that they’ve worked hard together to put on a great show  
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Watching this show highlights what can be done when people look beyond the disability and see 

the ABILITY A Highlight of the Bounce Arts Festival. Well done everyone  

Future engagement: 

17% of responses focussed on the wish to engage with SCC and/or the project in future: 

Can’t wait to next year  

Looking forward to another show  

Please keep up the good work 

Will encourage groups and individuals to come along to your workshops  

Production values: 

14% of comments referred to issues related to the production of the show, such as direction, music 

or puppets: 

Great interplay between cast  

Like puppets as narrators  

Music/the jester was great, really added to the show and brought it all together 

Staff/organisational support: 

Finally3, several of the audience chose to make a positive comment regarding the directors, tutors 

and/or Streetwise as an organisation: 

A great testament to the dedication of the teachers  

Big thanks to all at streetwise and director Stephen. [] had a real ball. The cast and performances 

are a credit to you all  

Great work done by everyone, especially staff and volunteers. A lot of time and I’m sure patience, 

but well worth the effort. Seeing the finished result just gets better year by year  

                                                           
3 The ‘other’ category of comment referred to the impact of the individual as part of the ‘circus community’, 
and a critical comment already included in the previous section. 
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Discussion4: 

The aims and objectives of the SCC Summer Schoool are to enable adults with learning disabilities who 

have some experience of performing circus skills in other Streetwise projects, the opportunity to 

develop a high quality circus theatre show with their peers from other projects. 

I state this from the outset, as I want to be clear about what this project is NOT designed to do. This 

project is not designed as a form of respite, nor is it designed to be a form of therapy for adults with 

disabilities. However, as can be seen from the data collected above, there are certain recurring themes 

within the observations made by those people closest to our performers that suggests that learning 

circus skills, and applying these skills to a performance, does have some therapeutic qualities to it. 

Recent academic investigation of the work of social circus groups such as Streetwise has suggested 

several ways in which learning circus can positively impact the social, cognitive, physical and emotional 

capacities of an individual5. The responses collated above certainly hint at supporting this thesis, and 

while we were not in a position to explore these capacities with any sense of depth, there are several 

observations that do relate to these four areas: 

Social impacts: 

Clearly this project was a social one, as it introduced to each other individuals from throughout 

Northern Ireland using the context of circus. These individuals had a common bond, and were able to 

relate to each other via their skills, as well as through existing relationships with Streetwise tutors. By 

the end of the project, the entire group had a noticeable common bond and goal – i.e. to present their 

show to an audience – that at least temporarily transcended other social barriers (such as perceptions 

of disability, socio-political affiliations, etc.). Tutors noted increasing examples of team work, respect 

for each other, turn-taking, and communication. 

Cognitive impacts: 

Although difficult to assess without any training whatsoever, comments from audience members who 

noted an improvement in focus and learning do imply a positive effect on cognition. One individual’s 

mother noted a marked and rapid increase in fine motor control which she attributed to the amount 

                                                           
4 This section is taken from the discussion from the SCC summer school evaluation of 2012. As it addresses the 
key aims of the Summer School in general, the author chose to replicate the discussion here largely 
unchanged. 
5 See e.g. Maglio, J. and McKinstry, C. (2008), Occupational therapy and circus: Potential partners in enhancing 
the health and well-being of today’s youth. Australian Occupational Therapy Journal, 55: 287–290. Also 
http://www.uta.fi/cmt/index/Studying_Social_Circus.pdf  

http://www.uta.fi/cmt/index/Studying_Social_Circus.pdf
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of time spent rehearsing a hat juggling routine. And one can only assume that spending two weeks 

rehearsing such activities as juggling, unicycling, hula-hooping and stilt-walking will have some positive 

impact on such things as rhythm, timing, coordination and asynchronous bimanual hand motion6. 

Physical impacts: 

Several audience members referred to the better sleep patterns observed as a direct result of this 

project. As stated above, we have no way to relate the levels of physicality observed throughout the 

Summer School to levels outside of this context – for all we know some of our performers are more 

physically active when not taking part. However, the high level of physical participation expected 

throughout the project is certainly of a level that would improve the physical health of more sedentary 

performers, and at least maintain the levels of those who are ordinarily quite active. The use of circus 

skills in this project are also quite physical and require a certain level of body awareness, balance, 

circulation, strength, tone, range of motion and flexibility. 

Emotional impacts: 

The factor that has most salience in the emotional capacities of our performers was noted by audience 

members as an increase in self-confidence. This was noted throughout the project by tutors and 

directors, and several individuals stood out as being much more confident than they were in previous 

years. Clearly, something about the work that we are doing is having a positive effect in this area.  

We also noted that several individuals displayed improvements in levels of trust, positive risk taking 

and empathy for their peers. In the micro-environment that is the Streetwise Summer School all staff, 

whether implicitly or not, encourage a context of fun, and security that enables our performers to 

develop these emotional capacities in order for them to improve their performance skills. For 

example, several of the warm-up exercises led by the directors involved individuals presenting ideas 

to the rest of the group. These ideas included physical expressions as well as vocalisations, and every 

performer was encouraged to allow this freedom of expression from their peers, in order to allow 

their own participation. As the project progressed, this type of exercise became easier to conduct as 

the whole cast became more confident in expressing themselves to the rest of the group. 

 

In sum, we have collected a wealth of evidence to suggest that the 2016 Streetwise Community Circus 

Summer School was generally well received by the audience. The show was considered to be of a high 

                                                           
6 See e.g. Scholz et al. 2009 “Training induces changes in white-matter architecture” Nature Neuroscience 12, 
1370 - 1371 
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artistic quality and comments were overwhelmingly positive. In addition, audience members noted a 

range of beneficial impacts on the performers themselves that span across the social, emotional, 

cognitive and physical capacities of each individual involved. 

Although this project was not designed as a therapeutic exercise, the data collected suggests that this 

project, and others like it, do have the potential to positively impact an individual’s well-being and we 

as an organisation would welcome the opportunity to further explore these avenues. 
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Appendix A 

Audience Comments by show 

Friday a.m.: 

 Audience 

demo 

effects View of the show AOC 

1 A n/a Excellent a fine production Bring it on 

2 F n/a Absolutely fabulous show, a 

credit to everyone involved. 

Clients said it was great 

Looking forward to next 

year 

3 A A lot happier and more 

confident. Increased 

energy 

It was funny Great show 

4 Staff Excitement and 

confidence of 

performers 

Very funny – good script, 

good incorporation of circus 

skills. V. good set and 

costumes 

Like puppets as 

narrators 

5 Staff Positive mood and lots 

of chat in the weeks 

leading up to the show, 

excitement and 

enjoyment 

Very funny, great set, loved 

fox and badger and music 

accompaniment 

Great interplay 

between cast 

6 A n/a As usual very good and 

thoroughly enjoyed it. A lot 

of work has went into this. 

Well done everyone. Look 

forward to next year’s 

performance 

 

7 A n/a Really enjoyed it. Good 

pace, slowed a bit at ‘mace’ 

bit but got back on track 

Thank you 

8 Staff 

(nursing 

n/a This show was brilliant, 

each circus act told the 

This type of play works 

very well for all clients, 
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student 

qub) 

Hood story very well and all 

involved seemed to have 

enjoyed it. Staff cooperated 

well within the play with 

the clients 

they get a sense of 

enjoyment and it has 

shown that they’ve 

worked hard together 

to put on a great show 

9 A n/a A terrific performance with 

a great display of skills. Well 

done everyone 

A great testament to 

the dedication of the 

teachers 

10 A n/a Great coordination of 

actors, very good. 

Grandchildren loved the 

whole play 

 

11 P Smiling a lot brilliant Worth going again 

12 F Better mood and 

behaviour 

It gives people the chance 

to show off their skills, work 

as a team and have a lot of 

fun. Great show, very funny 

More of this 

13 F [] have been looking 

forward to performing 

Excellent, everyone a star Dedication of staff 

second to none 

 

14 A n/a Very good; range of 

different skills; colourful 

and cheerful and 

participants clearly enjoyed 

taking part 

A lot of effort has been 

devoted to tailoring 

activities to the abilities 

of different participants 

and stretching them as 

much as possible 

15 F Positive mood Great show well done  

     

 

Friday pm 

 Audience 

demo 

effects View of show AOC 
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1 a n/a It was a brilliant show, 

really funny and all the 

performers looked like they 

were really enjoying 

themselves 

 

2 a n/a I thought it was great, very 

good fun throughout and 

everyone seemed to be 

enjoying themselves 

More of this sort of 

thing 

3 p Happier, positive mood Very well performed. Was 

good fun to watch. Brilliant 

performance from all 

Well done everybody 

involved in the show 

4 family happier It was brilliant as always, 

they always out on a good 

show for the people 

watching it 

 

5 p Better dreams, more 

talkative 

Fantastic show, cast 

brilliant and stage amazing 

Programme fantastic, 

thank you very much 

6 a n/a It was wonderful funny and 

joyous, & it’s lovely to see 

the performers so happy 

and proud 

Great costumes set and 

music too. Well done all 

round 

7 family Moods positive brilliant Keep up the good work 

8 family Positive behaviour Excellent, well produced 

and entertaining 

 

9 p More focused and 

talking more, eager to 

get up in the morning 

and wanting to go to 

circus school 

Great, lovely to see 

everyone enjoying 

themselves again 

Once again, another 

great 2 weeks for the 

performers 

10 f Better sleep and 

behaviour 

As always it was good to 

watch and everyone 

enjoyed 
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11 p Very positive and usual 

good behaviour 

Very good Very enthusiastic and 

dedicated organisers 

reflected in the 

enthusiasm of the 

performers 

12 p Not as shy brilliant  

13 p Better sleep Very enjoyable show, well 

worth the effort 

 

14 a  fantastic Just goes to show even 

with a disability all 

things are possible 

15 a n/a Loved it so much fun and 

everyone involved 

obviously enjoyed it all 

Well done 

16 a  FABULOUS Can’t wait to next year 

 

17 f  God fun – lots of audience 

participation. Difficult to 

pick up words occasionally, 

otherwise super 

Only a personal opinion, 

but the music grated on 

me and distracted at 

times 

18 f n/a Liked the show. Good story, 

good skills 

Streetwise is brilliant. 

This is a great summer 

scheme every year 

19 c Tired, very motivated, 

excited 

Always wonderful Loves the company of 

circus community  

20 family  Always very enjoyable Please keep up the 

good work 

21 a n/a Very enjoyable Well done 

22 p Loving life, full of 

excitement can’t wait 

for next day, she has 

enjoyed it so much. 

The show was fab, the 

circus skills were amazing, 

brilliant effort put in by all. 

Very well done 

Big thanks to all at 

streetwise and director 

Stephen. [] had a real 

ball. The cast and 

performances are a 

credit to you all 
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23 family Very excited, but really 

sleeping well. Hard 

work but a great sense 

of confidence. Is good 

outlet for his bundles of 

energy 

Brilliant, can’t help but 

think every year 

expectations have been 

raised and achieved 

Great work done by 

everyone, especially 

staff and volunteers. A 

lot of time and I’m sure 

patience, but well 

worth the effort. Seeing 

the finished result, just 

gets better year by year 

24 c   It was such a good show 

and staff is great and [] 

loves it I tell you a lot 

does go into it and they 

are very very good 

25 a n/a The show was very 

entertaining and liked the 

modern adaptation to the 

robin hood story the ball 

skis were excellent! Well 

rehearsed. 

 

 

Bounce festival show 

 Audience 

demo 

effects View of show AOC 

1 a Absolutely, the increase 

in confidence is 

phenomenal 

Best one yet! Slick, well 

produced and delivered, 

easy to follow and loved 

the improvisation 

The happy faces of cast 

and crew and audience 

say it all. Well done 

2 a  Excellent performance Will encourage groups 

and individuals to come 

along to your 

workshops 

3 family Very excited o take part It was really good it was 

really funny 
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4 a  Great, very entertaining, 

loved it 

 

5 a n/a It was funny, with lots of 

movement, the puppets 

were a good addition 

Really good to see. 

Right length/duration 

6 family Positive attitude Show was great all 

performers done an 

excellent job 

 

7 a  A brilliant and entertaining 

show and quite funny at 

times. Class act 

 

8 a  Great! Very funny. Obvious 

the performers were having 

fun so the audience did too 

 

9 family [] looks forward to 

practice every week 

Amazing – music and acting 

was wonderful great 

scenery 

 

10 family Positive mood, always 

going on about the 

program 

Loved it  the performers 

are always so cheery, and a 

good laugh  

See you again soon  

11 a  I thought the show was 

very skilful, funny, 

entertaining and inspiring. I 

thought the level of skill 

was very high. 

Watching this show 

highlights what can be 

done when people look 

beyond the disability 

and see the ABILITY A 

Highlight of the Bounce 

Arts Festival. Well done 

everyone 

12 f Very positive and we 

can see progress 

It was brilliant Keep going – good job 

13 f Very positive mood, 

very keen to do well 

Magnifique, absolutely 

fabulous, very funny, 

fantastic circus skills, 
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dexterity was brilliant! Cast 

clearly loved it 

14 a  Good fun  

15 a n/a Loved it, great fun, gives a 

very positive view of people 

with disabilities. Was a 

great example for kids of all 

ages and abilities 

 

16 a  Wonderful, funny, zipped 

along. Performers showed 

commitment to their roles. 

Engaged to audience 

Keep up the good work 

17 a n/a It was very good, nice story, 

great venue and stage 

brilliant performances, 

inspiring people 

 

18 a  Loved it, really funny, lots 

of skills on show! Really 

well put together, easy to 

follow the story and 

improvisation was well 

delivered. 

Music/the jester was 

great, really added to 

the show and brought it 

all together 

19 a  Brilliant! Very good fun – 

full of joy 

Looking forward to 

another show 
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