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1. Lab Aims: 
 
The Social Circus Lab was initiated by Greentop Community Circus Centre in 
recognition of its 21 years in the social circus field, as part of its vision to be a 
centre of excellence for social circus, and to help the wider sector in 
understanding and promoting the wider impact of circus arts participation. The 
project has been supported by Arts Council England Sheffield Innovation 
Fund through Hallam University and the National Centre for Circus Arts. Its 
has been made possible by the partnerships with The Civic Barnsley, 
Circusworks  and The National Circus and Fairground Archive. 
 The project aims were defined as: 
 
1. Develop and test ambitious high quality participatory circus experiences 

for young people 
2. Ensure the experience engages and measures impact on non typical arts 

audiences. 
3. enable creative development and national distribution through partnerships 
 
We reiterated these aims as a question: 
How can we gather evidence of the impact of our work to help us tell our story 
in a compelling way so that others understand its potential and we refine our 
work?   How can we develop design of programmes to reach the three groups 
of;  young people with Autism ,Roma young people/family groups Young 
people at KS2/3 that: 
 

• integrates impact evidence collecting 
• Maximises the benefit of the resources of the National Circus and 

Fairground Archive and integrates circus heritage 
• Considers how we relate to opportunities in education at KS2 and KS3, 

in particular the developing cultural-education partnerships 
 
2. What we have achieved: 
 

i. Review of impact measurement literature in circus and dance through a 
post graduate student placement, Leah Hancock, from Hallam University. 

ii. Developed Lab process design with Senior research fellow Richard Moore 
from Hallam university’s Sports Industry Research Centre. 

iii. Established social circus lab expert panel: Lynn Carroll and Khan Fox de 
Vere of National Youth circus body Circusworks, Circus producer Ali 
Williams, Eira Gibson NCCA, Trudi Patient Greentop Joe Fearn Director of 
Circus Mash and  Emily Greenwood specialist in circus and autism.  

iv. The group reviewed and informed the lab process, reviewed the impact 
map, established criteria for impact selection, prioritised impacts to 
measure. Outlined programme design for activity with young people with 
autism, Roma children and those at KS2/3   Design was informed in 
relation to changing education opportunities through Cultural Education 
Partnerships and involvement in the panel of Sophie Hunter of IVE and 
through potential use of archive resource made available through 
involvement in the panel of  Angela Haighton and Arantza Barrutia-wood 
of the NCFA.  
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v. Developed logic model approach to impact measurement and alignment of 
approach to Sport England’s Active Nation strategy.  Initial testing of 
design and questions with youth circus and as part of a series of Museum 
Sheffield family day events as part of their celebration of Circus250 and 
the launch of the Circus Show of Shows exhibition.  

vi. Partnership with special school Rowen school did not develop so we 
initiated development of taster events with young people with autism 
directly at Greentop  - Spectrum Circus. FB group and specialist networks 
developed a significant response over 70 people joining the FB group in 2  
weeks. 2000.Appointed an autistic teacher who led on question design test 
and feedback through 3 iterations of questions, informing question design 
for all other client groups. 

vii. Tested questions with neighbourhood group; limited scale as launch in 
local family centre delayed because of building works.   

viii. Tested questions on Saturday Youth Circus group and two iterations with 
KS3 children in Astrea Academy. Difficulty of working in a new school 
being developed in phases: school ground rules not established and 
training space was very limited and inappropriate. Experimented with 
activity design including outdoor space and use of Video from archive.  

ix. Experience design: NCFA archive resource potential explored through 2 
meetings and archive tours. Prof Vanessa Toulmin gave detailed briefing 
of Yorkshire based circus promoters and artists from the archive and to 
Miss lala the artist in the Degas Cirque D’Hiver painting. This informed 
experience design test for Weston Park family days with over 120 young 
people throughout August.  This also led to selection of speciality act 
videos tested with Astrea Academy programme. Also selection of written 
music, posters and cards .to be tested with Brightside school, and through 
exploration of a large scale board-game design approach to workshop 
delivery in partnership with aerial company Urban Angels. 

x. Explored link to Physical literacy and circus’s role in promoting it.  
xi. Co-Commission: 11 responses interviewed 3. Awarded to Sheffield based 

circus artist Claire Crooke and outdoor storytelling company Babbling 
Vagabonds. Scale of aspiration led to decision to support RnD process 
towards a large scale show/experience rather than directly to a small scale 
show. 

xii. Project designs and final baseline questions have been shared with expert 
panel group. 
 

      
Experience design testing at Weston park Museum family days 
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Experience design testing at Weston park Museum family days 
 
 
3. What we have learnt: 
 
Partnerships 
The expert panel generated a significant knowledge sharing network, plugging 
into international academic research coordinated through Circademics FB 
group, and practice interest from Finland, Australia, The US and Canada as 
well as UK.  
The project has established an ongoing relationship with Hallam University’s 
Sports industry Research Centre and Advanced Wellbeing Research Centre 
that will continue. As the impact measures are aligned to Sports Council’s  
Active Lives survey the evidence could have significant national impact.  
It was difficult to resolve impact measurement around risk and creativity and 
this will continue to be tested as par of Greentop’s Troupe project which 
Hallam University have committed to further impact measurement 
involvement with. 
 
 

 
Testing questions on regular youth circus group 
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We were over-ambitious in testing the questions in a school setting that was 
in its first year – not having the basics of appropriate space or teaching 
support made activity delivery very difficult and so skewing the data collected.  
 
 
Experience design 
The shift to a longer development period in the co-commission means 
extended exploration of “experience design” beyond the timetable of the lab 
project, but has included workshop sessions with circus teachers in 
considering music, archive and character. This changed approach meant 
there was no role for involving Deda’s in kind development support in the 
project period. The approach also meant there was time for creative 
exploration by Claire Crooke of character and ideas as part of a broader 
project “Sisterhood of the ring”. 
 
Experience design testing will be a continuing process. The Initial integration 
of archive resources will continue through further projects; firstly at Brightside 
infant school over 5 weeks to March 2019 use of posters and archive music 
and video and then in partnership with Urban Angels in development of a 
large format game as participatory experience. Youth Circus Troupe will also 
work with Commission advisor Pete Gunson of Pifpaf to explore “experience 
design” by creating in outdoor social and performing spaces involving food.   
 
 
 
Data generated to date through standard measure questions developed 
through the logic model. 
 
The lab has established a core set of questions, generated from the 
grounding of the expert panel’s assessment and prioritisation of the impact 
map that defined the logic model for each client group. The questions were 
refined through three iterations with autistic young people on Circus 
Spectrum. These questions can now be used to grow a body of evidence of 
impact to support case making for circus engagement in a number of settings.  
 
 

         
Testing questions on the Spectrum Circus programme 
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The trial programmes generated impact data across the three client groups. 
The below chart summarises trial impact measurement data of Youth Circus 
sessions (cohort of 19 over two classes aged 8 -15years), Astrea Academy  
(cohort of 11 responders from class of 25 aged 11), and  Spectrum Circus 
tasters (cohort of 10 young people with autism over two classes). The total 
cohort of 40 produces interesting social and wellbeing impacts;  
 

i. Over 80% of participants believe circus helps them get on with other 
people, though interestingly this was significantly lower in Spectrum 
circus who also felt this was not important.  

ii. Almost 80% feel confident to try all the things they want to try.   
iii. 65% participants are happier at the end of the session than the start.  
iv. Ability to take Risk - that though 60% would take the chance to go on 

the trapeze, almost 60% think this as either quite or very risky, this 
sense of degree of risk was significantly higher at Astrea Academy.  

v. The Youth Circus teachers perceive physical impacts as significant or 
quite a lot for 90% or above of all participants. 

 
Interpretation 
While the sample size is low it is hard to place significance on interpretations. 
However we can clearly say with a degree of confidence that the circus 
experience: 

• helps young people get on with other young people,  
• helps young people be prepared to take risks 
• makes young people happy  
• Has significant physical benefits 

 

 

Total 
all 
groups 

Youth 
circus 1 &2   
12’12’18 

Astrea 
Academy 
15’12’18 

Spectrum 
circus  
14’10’18 

                                                       Cohort size 40  19 11 10 
% that feel more happy at end of session than 
from  the start 65% 74% 45% 70% 
% very happy at end of session 70% 68% 64% 80% 
circus helps me get on with other people in the 
group 83% 100% 82% 50% 
Circus help me get on with other people in the 
group  a lot 43% 53% 27% 40% 
% that thinks this matters 63% 84% 73% 10% 
% that thinks this matters a lot 33% 47% 27% 10% 
% feel confident to try all the things they want to 
try 78% 100% 73% 50% 
% feel strongly confident to try all the things they 
want to try  50% 68% 27% 40% 
% would take chance to go on a trapeze 60% 79% 55% 50% 
% Perceive this as quite or very risky 58% 58% 100% 50% 
% perceive this as no risk 25% 42% 0% 40%  
     

Teachers development observations     
Increase in balance ability? 
Significant or quite alot 

 
100%  

 

significant  47%   

Increase in co-ordination?     
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Significant or quite alot  95%   

significant  58%   

Increase in flexibility?     

Significant or quite alot  89%   

significant  32%   

Are they progressing with skills?     

Significant or quite alot  100%   

significant  53%   

Increase in tolerance of new sensory sensations     

Significant or quite alot  100%   

significant  68%   

Engagement with activity     

Significant or quite alot  100%   

significant  74%   

Engagement with other people?     

Significant or quite alot  100%   

significant  58%   

Table: Summary of Impact measurement standard measures V4 Questions 
 
4. Longer term impacts and next steps 
We have learnt this is ongoing work; we will continue to refine the baseline 
questions and  promote collection of data to build up a sample size that is 
significant. We advocate this basic question set the panel as a means of 
generating evidence.  
 
Flexibility has been important in a lab environment. To achieve our aims we 
needed to adapt the project eg initiating autism programme at Greentop not at 
Rowen School. This led to engaging an autistic circus teacher whose rigorous 
approach to question testing has underpinned the refinement process with all 
client groups. 
 
The process has helped explore and test advocacy language that can help 
bridge our case making with other sectors and be key to our case making 
narrative. Current bridge building narrative we are now using; 
 
“By experiencing Circus, young people understand the nature of risk, helping 
them to be ready to seize life chances. 
Circus grows “durable” kids and promotes a growth mindset – its big on 
mental physical and social benefit, particularly engaging with other people, 
persistence, and personal goal setting for all genders.” 
 

 
Experience design and testing with Neighbourhood programme 
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The project identified potential of significant strategic benefit of aligning impact 
measures to Physical Literacy of young people. Physical literacy is becoming 
recognised as a critical step to wellbeing – of the same importance as 
numeracy and language literacy. , The Lab involved Dr Dean Kriellaars, 
author of significant research in circus and physical literacy (the University of 
Manitoba) and is leading national strategies in Canada, Finland and Brazil 
and providing opportunity to position circus in relation to all wellbeing 
strategies eg obesity, fall prevention, relating to needs specific to autism and 
broader fitness/activity objectives. Circusworks will further promote 
demonstration of how circus supports physical literacy by hosting a 
conference in October 2019 and involving Hallam University advocacy to 
sports bodies including  

• Youth Sport Trust 
• County Sport Partnership Network 
• Association of Physical Education 
• Sport Coach UK 

 
The partnerships developed will enable continued advocacy to influence 
wellbeing strategies. Through the ongoing Hallam University partnership we 
will look for means to illustrate how Circus impact evidence fits the Active 
Nation strategy of Sports England and including circus in the Active Lives 
survey and will continual to assess potential of a strategic relationship with 
Sports England.  We have been invited to present to the Sheffield based 
Move More network to promote wellbeing across the whole profile of city 
residents. 
 
Participants response and waiting list for the Circus Spectrum tasters 
evidences need to continue beyond the lab as a regular fortnightly programme 
which can continue to collect impact data. Applications to support this have 
been submitted with significant commitments to date. 
The launch of Troupe in spring 2019 and continued partnership with Hallam 
University will provide further means of testing and developing evidence 
mechanisms for creativity and risk that are currently not in the question set. 
 
The experience design will be part of a long-term relationship building with 
schools at KS 1 and 2. Our new Lead Teacher will use the Brightside trial of 
experience design as a co-creating opportunity with the head of PE and music 
to refine the 6 week package that can be shared through Create Sheffield -the 
Cultural Education partnership for Sheffield. International testing of the 
questions and reflection of experience design will be undertaken by the Lead 
teacher as part of the ASK international social circus training project in March 
in Estonia funded through Erasmus+ through UK partners Circusworks.  
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5. Current baseline Question set:   
Impact measurement standard measures V4  
 

Questions for young person: 
 

Name: 
…………………………………………… 

Date: 
         ……………………………………… 

How do you feel today?  
at the beginning  
 
 
 
at end of session 
 

 

     Really happy   Happy     OK 
                                                Unhappy      very unhappy 
 

      Really happy   Happy     OK 
                                                Unhappy      very unhappy 
 

 
Does circus help you get on with  
other people in this group? 
 
Does that matter?  
 

 
Yes a lot,   yes,    no     not at all.    don’t know 
 
 
 Yes a lot,   yes,    no     not at all.    don’t know 
 

Do you agree with the following: 
 
I feel confident enough to try all the 
things I want to try  
(a question about confidence)  

 
 
Imagine being offered the chance to 
go on the trapeze  - would you take 
part?  (a question about risk taking) 
        
 
- how risky is this? 
(a question about how they perceive risk) 

 
 
Strongly agree;   agree;   neither,   disagree;    
 
strongly disagree;   don’t know.  
 
 
Yes would love to, might do, might not , would never   
 
 
 
 
No risk;   a little bit risky;    quite risky;    very risky 
 

 
What do you want from coming to the Circus class 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Questions for Teachers:  
for each young person -  completed at the end of each session 
 
 

In this session have you observed:  
 
Increase in balance ability? 
 
 
Increase in co-ordination? 
 
 
Increase in flexibility? 
 
 
Are they progressing with skills? 
 
 
Increase in tolerance of new sensory 
sensations? 
 
Engagement with activity 
 
 
Engagement with other people? 
  
; 
 
Any other observations 

 
 
None,   some,  quite a lot ,  significant  amount 
 
 
None,   some,  quite a lot ,  significant  amount 
 
 
None,   some,  quite a lot ,  significant  amount 
 
 
None,   some,  quite a lot ,  significant  amount 
 
 
None,   some,  quite a lot ,  significant  amount 
 
 
not at all,  sometimes,  most of the time,  All the time 
 
 
not at all,  sometimes, most of the time,  All the time  
 
in this session  
 
 
……………………………………………………. 
 
……………………………………………………. 
 
……………………………………………………. 
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Questions Parent/carer: (asked or online) 
 

 
Young person’s name…………………….. 
 

 
…………………………………………… 

      
What gender is your child? Male;       Female;       Other;             Prefer not to                 

                                                            say  
 

 
How old is your child? 

 
……….years 
 

 
What is your child’s ethnic background? 
(Please select one option) 
 

 
White,; Mixed; Asian or Asian British; Black or 
Black British; other ……………………… 
   

 
Does your child have a disability or a special 
educational need which means they need 
extra help to do things/ 
 
Do this disability or special educational need 
have substantial effect on your ability to do 
normal daily activities? 

 
    Yes;          No;           Prefer not to say 
 
 
 
     Yes;         No;            Prefer not to say 
 
 

 
 
What do you want from coming to the Circus class 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


