3.6 Core Case Study

PENS MEADOW
SCHOOL,
BLACK COUNTRY

3.6.1 CONTEXT AND COMMUNITY
The Black Country is not a rural area under any classification. Indeed, overall, it is a
densely populated area (urban with major conurbation) and the Scheme is based in
West Bromwich and works across the four Black Country Boroughs of Sandwell, Walsall,
Wolverhampton and Dudley.
Pens Meadow is a special school which offers places to over a hundred children between
the ages of three and nineteen. The venue is in Kings Winsford, above national average
for affluence, and a low 4% BME ethnicity given its West Midlands conurbation setting.
The students, however, are drawn from across the Dudley area which has pockets of
extreme deprivation and relatively high levels of ethnic diversity comparable with the rest
of the Black Country.
3.6.2 THE RURAL TOURING SCHEME
Black Country Touring (BCT) receive Arts Council funding under the Rural Touring Scheme
programme. They deliver touring arts work across the four Black Country boroughs. They
are funded under the same conditions as all the rural schemes and their inclusion relates
to the demise of another Black Country project, the Darlaston based “Theatre Foundry”,
who had been funded to deliver “community theatre” and Theatre in Education (through
Gazeebo TIE) to the whole of the Black Country. Its inclusion in the programme, according
to the Scheme Director, is a result of the area sharing some of the features of a rural area.
That is, with no immediate centre or reference point and no obvious venues to support
the whole of the area.
Black Country Touring was founded in 1999. Instead of founding a new company to deliver
touring theatre it was decided to adopt the rural touring model which was then just taking
off and Black Country Touring was born. They are based in a building in West Bromwich in
Sandwell Borough. As with the other Schemes, they work with promoters based in venues
to promote shows through charging a fixed fee for each show and encouraging venues
to make a profit which they are allowed to keep ploughing back in to more arts work.
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The big difference to other Schemes is in the variety of venues and types of communities
they work with. Most of their venues don’t necessarily have a tight geographical remit
and they tend to work in a more targeted way with communities and interest groups. BCT
also undertake a wide-ranging programme of special commissions and projects which
directly support and interact with their wider touring work. Their Director explains that
their method of commissioning is built into the needs of the communities they work
with and aims to tailor work which is relevant and accessible. They also regularly partner
with other schemes and one of their recent collaborations, “My Big Fat Cow Pat Wedding”
(2014-16), also features as part of the Shropshire-based Scheme (Wem Case Study).
The focus of this Case Study is the Black Country Young Promoters project which has
been running for nearly twenty years and aims to introduce young people to the realities
of arts event promotion. The Young Promoters scheme runs across several venues and
communities – this Case Study focuses on their work with one venue, Pens Meadow
Special School (Dudley) which works with children with Special Educational Needs (SEN).
Inclusion as an ‘extra’ Case Study, then, relates to BCT’s existence not only as an interesting
anomaly but as a long-standing scheme which has pioneered ground-breaking work, and
which regularly works across the country.

3.6.3 THE PROMOTERS AND VENUE
The Young Promoters scheme combines targeted development work with a venue and a
group of young people around the promotion of a show which will have a standard promoters’
agreement attached to it. So, like other venues, the group of young people have to choose
the show, promote and host it and raise enough money from ticket sales to pay the fee. Since
2016, the Young Promotors scheme has run as a festival across four venues and four shows.
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The groups in each venue are involved in every aspect of the production from designing
the logos to organising refreshments. Each group meets and collaborates with other
venues at key points to organise aspects of the festival. In 2018, 150 young people took
part – groups, from Sandwell and Dudley Colleges, Queen Victoria Primary School and
Pens Meadow Post 16 in Dudley, George Salter Academy in West Bromwich and Penn Hall
School in Wolverhampton.
Most of the “young promoters” have no previous experience of visiting performing arts
venues and, in many cases, of seeing live professional work. BCT have a member of staff
dedicated to the scheme who explained its impact:
“The Young Promoters project grew out of wish to make performance arts
more available to young people – especially teenagers – who are a very
difficult audience… They have no preconceptions of what the work is or looks
like and therefore the project – which goes on over the course of a year
leading to a festival and has a huge impact on them as a result of the learning
curve they go through – as they have to deliver every aspect of the project.”
Pens Meadow is a special school which offers places to over a hundred children between
the ages of three and nineteen. The young people from the school who participated in
the Young Promoters scheme, which form the focus for the Case Study, were all over 18
and were students at the Pensnett site where the school offers their 16-19 provision.
Students attending the school receive one-to-one support and many have very complex
needs. The 16-19 provision at the school aims to focus on life skills and to provide
students with the opportunity to participate in real world contexts and situations.
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3.6.4 VISITED EVENT
This was the first year that the school had participated in the Young Promoters scheme
and the school were very keen to enable students to participate on the same level as
other young people; they dedicated a whole morning per week throughout the whole
school year to their students’ participation.
The model is hugely effective in skilling-up a group of young people in making all the
decisions a promoter makes in putting on a show. Although supported substantially, the
students were still exposed to the same financial risk as other promoters. In this case,
the performance at Pens Meadow had a funding target of £300 to break even. The young
people were given the task of developing a business plan, including targeted ticket sales
and fundraising from other income such as running a café.
The participants in the project were a class group of ten students, aged 18 and 19. From
September 2017 until the performance in June 2018 this group met together with a
teacher to work through a “tool kit “pack provided by BCT. Two members of staff from
Black Country Touring came to run sessions every second or third week on Wednesday
morning and other professionals were brought in at different stages to help the group
develop their own young promoters’ package. The whole process was supported by oneto-one classroom assistants and the class teacher.
Based around a weekly session of participatory planning, the class teacher who led the
project explains the impact on the group:
“This is a group of young people who have had the power to decide many
things in their life taken off them as a result of their learning difficulties.
In this case, they were given complete (if guided) control and they would
have to work through the consequence of their decisions.”
Teacher
The teacher went on to explain how the nine-month long programme directly impacted
on the young people’s skills and aptitude and linked directly to the curriculum:
“They have been using their literacy and numeracy skills for researching on the
internet, writing notes, with support…. things like working for the box office guys,
it’s all been about money, so they’ve been using their numeracy skills to do that.
They designed marketing materials and came up with flyers and leaflets.”
Teacher
Apart from having to function in the real world, with real world consequences attached
to their decisions, the class teacher thinks that the most important aspect of the project
has been the team work:
“They have had to communicate with one another and let each other know what
they’re doing in order that it all runs smoothly, and they’ve really developed their
skills in doing that and independent thinking and being creative with the things that
they need to think about, and if there’s problems, problem solving, well this did,
this might not work or this didn’t work, could we do something different.”
Teacher
3.6 CORE CASE STUDY: Pens Meadow School, Black Country
Part of CONCERTA, an NRTF research project

The final production selected and supported by the young people at Pens Meadow was
“Da Silva’s Marionette Circus” by Noisy Oyster Puppet Theatre, which performed at the
school on June 12, 2018. As a puppet theatre, they perform nationally and internationally
and specialise in small scale venues and often work in schools.
Their director and key puppeteer explained the special excitement about being chosen
to perform at Pen’s Meadow:
“Obviously, the fact that they have chosen you from a list generates an excitement
and a willingness to make it a good event, but also the fact that they are having
to organise things that they would never have thought of, selling the tickets, doing
the promotion, and all the things that go in to putting on an event, they have to
think about and do themselves. So, it’s a fantastic project for learning and to open
your eyes as to what is required for doing something like that. Of course, for special
needs, it’s hugely empowering as well.”
Director, Arts Organisation
Although the performance was advertised and any member of the general public could buy
tickets, the audience was largely made up of family and friends and members of school
staff and their families. The hall was full and there were many children in attendance
for what was essentially a children’s show. The audience were largely responsive and
got excited at places in the performance. The young people who were part of the
promoters’ group were ‘transfixed and focussed’ throughout the performance, something
their teacher suggested was very, very unusual, and the show was staged and performed
as professionally as any other show in the rural touring circuit.
Survey reports were at first surprising. As no arts events open to the public had ever
happened at the venue before it was not surprising that no one in the audience had ever
been there before; however, it also revealed that expectations were relatively low (including
compared with other venues in the research), with only 29% of the audience expecting
the performance to be of high-quality. It also revealed that 23 of the 28 respondents lived
in Dudley and that 56% of the people were there because they knew someone involved
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with the production, all which would suggest that many of those attending were family
and friends of the organising group or involved in the school. Having seen the show, 80%
of the audience were inspired to invite friends or family to future similar events and 64%
were inspired to attend themselves.
Free comments on the survey post cards seemed to confirm both that they enjoyed the
show and they appreciated the efforts of the organising group, the following comments
being quite typical: “Excellent show, great opportunity for young students”; “Excellent show
very well promoted”, and “The young promoters were brilliant, they made the show very
special”.
Conversation with audience members before and after the show tended to confirm results
suggested by the survey that most of the people who came to the event were not there
primarily because it was an arts event but were there to support the promoters. However,
having experienced the show they were pleasantly surprised by the quality of the event
itself and the quality of the performance.
The audience said… 				
Strongly
Agree
Disagree
Strongly
							
agree
				
disagree
I was confident that this would be a high-quality event
20.0		
67.0		
13.0		
0.0
I was really absorbed by the performance			
87.0		
13.0		
0.0		
0.0
It really caught my imagination					71.0		29.0		0.0		0.0
I felt challenged by some of the ideas				
54.0		
31.0		
15.0		
0.0
I really ‘got’ what it was about					64.0		22.0		15.0		0.0
I am sure I will want to talk about this to others		
79.0		
21.0		
0.0		
0.0
The performance was emotionally moving 			
73.0 		
27.0 		
0.0 		
0.0
The performance changed my mood for the better		
79.0		
14.0		
7.0		
0.0
This was a new type of art form for me			
7.0		
50.0 		
36.0 		
7.0
I’d like to see more of this kind of show			
67.0		
33.0		
0.0		
0.0
I am sure this was a high-quality event 			
73.0 		
27.0 		
0.0		
0.0
Note: answers are in percentage values adjusted for the number of missing replies.
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3.6.5 IMPACTS AND LEARNING
Reflecting on the Pens Meadow Case Study, a range of impacts are evident.
Benefits and Impacts
Evidence collected through the case study interviews, focus group and the audience
survey indicate that Rural Touring Arts activity in Pens Meadow School has:
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■

Contribution to the social and emotional development of the group
Contribution to key skill development of individuals
Raising the profile of young people in touring work
Accessing young audiences and family audiences otherwise excluded
Empowerment of young people through participatory planning and decision making
Social inclusion and integration of the group into wider community
Built more arts into the Curriculum of the school
Integrated into the culture and the life of the school
Staff training in arts development

Good Practice
■ The Scheme: Inclusion of young people in arts touring promotion; Innovative work
around disability.
■ The Venue: Social inclusion of a group in wider community; development of cross
curriculum projects; use of real world projects with real world consequences.
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