FST ACCESS PROJECT

October 2008 – April 2010

Welcome to this short film that tells you about what happened during the Federation of Scottish Theatre (FST) access project.

Why did FST start an access project?
In 2007 FST were supported by the Scottish Arts Council to takeover the coordination of Captioned theatre performances in Scotland.  Following this an application was made to the Scottish Arts Council for a wider access project with the aims of working with the theatre and dance sectors to develop inclusive audiences, practices and plans.

What was done?
To meet the objectives of the project different strands of activity were devised and these included:

· Access Scottish Theatre 

· Testing online BSL listing information
· Developing training programmes
· Creating online resources for FST members
One of the main barriers that audiences face is access to information so in April 2009 the project launched Access Scottish Theatre.   The Access Scottish Theatre guide piloted new ways of presenting information for audiences through a centralised resource and allowed the project to make best practice suggestions that can be integrated in general marketing material.  

There were three print editions of the Access Scottish Theatre guide and 11 monthly e:bulletins reaching 620 subscribers by the end of the project.  This guide promotes captioned, BSL interpreted and audio described performances.  But the guide also provided information about booking, getting to and using venues.

The experience of audience members was central to Access Scottish Theatre so it was important to provide information on details like who was interpreting, where are good seats for hearing assistance systems and where to sit to use captioning.

In collaboration with the venues in the guide and the National Theatre of Scotland 17 events and open days were held to find out about real experiences. We also used 24 Mystery Shopper visits to gather further feedback about experiences. We could now put useful information in the guide - 100% of the 53 people that responded to end of project evaluation said they found it useful to have information from other audience members.  Asking about real experiences identifies unknown barriers.

Before to the launch of Access Scottish Theatre we also tested providing information about upcoming BSL performances online in BSL via this You Tube Channel. Once the guide was launched we created an introduction to the guide that was presented by a Deaf presenter.  With voice over and captions this became the main introduction to the guide.  During the project the You Tube Channel has had over a 1000 views and the FST website nearly 3000 page views.  The FST website held listings of accessible performances and alternate format of Access Scottish Theatre for download.

Captioning has seen an increase of 261% from 2007 to 2009.  The project has emphasised throughout that Captioned performances are of use to a large section of the deaf, deafened and hard of hearing population who are not BSL users, but that BSL interpreted performances should also be made available for Deaf audience members.  We invested in more Captioning units for Scotland in 2009 and are about to launch an online booking and clash diary for venues.

Training during the project took two forms – Plan Ahead and Reflections on Access.  Plan Ahead was a training programme to support organisations funded by the Scottish Arts Council to devise Disability Equality Schemes and Action Plans and was delivered across 14 organisations, 7 of which were venues in Access Scottish Theatre. Reflections on Access was devised in addition to this to offer Disability Equality Training and action planning to those not taking part in Plan Ahead. 

An Access Resource Centre was created on the FST website for members providing information about the project, best practice guidelines and other useful resources.  Quotes and feedback from audience members and venue staff were integral to best practice information written as part of the project.

What did we find out?
Access Scottish Theatre allowed us to pilot providing information to audiences while also undertaking a review of current activity across the main venues in Scotland.   During the project we found out more about the barriers and challenges facing audiences and organisations.

From audiences we found out that 100% of the people we asked would like to see Access Scottish Theatre continue and that 60% feel it increased their attendance at the theatre.  

· “It should be made permanent as it's the only way to build up a real picture of what's going on and influencing good practice”
90% of people feel that the project has had an impact on their experience at the theatre.

· “I know that the theatres are taking accessibility seriously and feel that people are welcomed as a result”
The majority felt that pricing was fair but not clear.  There was a mixture of suggestions about the fairest pricing structures but the preferred options were – lowest price in house with same for a companion or 2 for 1.  It was felt that If a person needs to sit in a specific area of a venue to access a service their choice is limited and they ought not to be penalised.  

The majority felt that accessible performances are of a high enough standard but not frequent enough.  Currently, the spilt of accessible performances is about - 45% Audio Described, 40% BSL interpreted and 15% Captioned, which is disproportionate to the population.  There tends to be gaps in programming, especially Captioned performances,  resulting in long periods when there are no accessible performances.  The specific individual providing audio description or BSL interpretation can have an impact on peoples’ experience and their likelihood to attend so it is important to use trained practitioners and gather feedback from the audience.
When asked about the biggest barriers they faced the response from audience members was diverse.  Some people felt it was lack of information, the limited number of wheelchair spaces or they found it difficult obtaining hearing assistance equipment that works properly. Getting to the venue, finding someone to help on arriving and cost were also identified as barriers.  And the list goes on because everyone has different access requirements.  It may even be that two people with the same impairment find that they face different barriers.  Providing transparent and clear information is the first step to setting clear expectations about the experience people are likely to have at a venue.  

During training the project emphasised the variety of experience encountered by people with different impairments and therefore how difficult it was to be 100% accessible.  Those that undertook training were surprised to learn that only 4% of disabled people are wheelchair users and that currently about 20% of the population is considered disabled with this statistic expected to rise. 

Initial discussions on access often focused on physical access as the main barrier although venue staff were quick to identify that attitude is the biggest barrier that disabled people face.  Once venues got thinking about the different barriers that people face due to different impairments they started to see that captioning for someone who is hard of hearing could be seen as a service in the same way as level access is for a wheelchair user.  It was also important to emphasis that not everyone with access requirements considers themselves to be disabled.  
Some venue staff were worried about language and felt they did not understand what and whom accessible services were for.  They were also nervous about asking about eligibility for concessions, talking about disability or felt that only people registered disabled could purchase concessionary tickets.  The result is that very poor records are kept about the uptake of accessible services and the number of disabled bookers.

We also found out that venues are really passionate about making their buildings and performances accessible – this ranged from frontline staff, up to managers and chief executives.  Specific venues lead on best practice – such as Edinburgh Festival Theatre and King’s Theatre who allow web searches based on services, Perth Theatre which runs a transport service for those using audio description and Eden Court Theatre who piloted an online BSL tour of their theatre.  The organisations that took part in the Plan Ahead training were committed to undertaking access audits and creating schemes and plans following the training.  This passion and commitment will take them forward in their plans.

· “(Plan Ahead) was originally seen as yet another task to add to the list but has turned out to be very useful to the organisation and our approach to access.”
Once organisations started to think about access they found that it was not as onerous a task as first thought and that although time needed to be spent looking at current practices and developing plans, the expected financial implications were not as high as predicted.  Changes that can have the biggest impact cost very little or nothing at all, such as changes in attitude and adjustments to current practices or policies.

Where are we now, where are we going?
The FST Access Project has seen a direct impact on experience and attendance and an improvement in the information provided to audiences.  It has also increased the confidence and planning within organisations to go forward.

The current access project is coming to an end and the pilot of Access Scottish Theatre has concluded.  However, FST, its members and the Scottish Arts Council are keen to continue to improve access for audiences and so there is a commitment to take aspects of the project forward later in the year.  

If you are an audience member and would like to find out more about what will happen next please visit www.accessscottishtheatre.com for updates.

If you are a member of FST please visit the Access Resource Centre on the FST website for further resources, information about the project and future developments.  You can also download an expanded version of this report

Thank you for listening, watching or reading.

