ARTS COUNCIL INTERVIEW INCLUSIVITY – Transcription 
Amy Vaughan (00:00:01)

Hello. I'm Amy Vaughan. I'm a director at the Arts Council. I spend half of my time working with the South East team out of the Cambridge office and the other half of my time usually on

Touring. At the moment, though, I'm working pretty much exclusively on developing materials for the Investment Principles. And this is an interview between myself and Sarah Holmes, who is the Chief Executive at the New Wolsey Theatre in Ipswich. Sarah and I were talking about the Ramps on the Moon project, which is a touring project involving a consortium of mid-scale theatres and Graeae Theatre Company, and Sarah and I have worked on this for many years 
together. The interview is focusing on bringing the Inclusivity resources to life and is a really great example of how an organisation can set itself a vision and set out to achieve that with everybody on board. So I hope you enjoy it. It should really help to bring some of these resources to life. And if you want to find out more, please do head over to our website where you can find more materials and content on each of the Investment Principles, and more about our Let's Create strategy within which the Investment Principles play such an important part.

Amy (00:01:25)

So, Sarah Holmes, Chief Executive, New Wolsey Theatre in Ipswich. Could you tell us about yourself, your organisation, and the work that you do?

Sarah Holmes (00:01:40)

Sure, I can. I've been working in this industry for a substantial length of time. And I think very, very early on I realised that what I would call community theatre is the stuff, the business, the most exciting work. And what I mean about community theatre is a theatre that is working within a community, serving that community, and it will have all different strands of peoples and interests and talents in it, but to be centred in the location and be there for that location is the most exciting. So, I've actually been in Ipswich for 20 years.

Amy
Goodness.

Sarah (00:02:32)

Well, that's how good it is. It keeps on keeping me here. It's a town. It's a very unpretentious town. It's got a really wide range of different people living in it. It has a kind of a cheek about it, a kind of... we're OK, we have all sorts of issues and situations and things, but we're proud, we're proud to be Ipswich. And that extends to the theatre. People are proud of their theatre.

Amy (00:03:16)

Thank you for giving us that insight into your organisation and your work. We're going to talk today about inclusivity. And the reason that we're talking about this is because the Arts Council are in the middle of a series of soft launches, if you like, of material that we've developed for the Investment Principles, which are a cornerstone of our strategy, Let's Create. And one of those Investment Principles is Inclusivity and Relevance and we've released some Relevance material and we're now putting out some work around Inclusivity. And quite particularly that resource really focuses on organisations and workforce and governance, and how you create cultures which are welcoming and open and accessible. And I really wanted to talk to you about this, Sarah, because I've known you for many years now and, through being part of the team in the East office of the Arts Council, have been very aware of the work that the New Wolsey's been doing, and thought it would be great to talk to you about your learning journey around inclusivity. And a lot of that coming through the project Ramps on the Moon. So, can we kick off with that? Could you tell us a little bit about Ramps and its inception?

Sarah (00:04:59)

Yeah, of course. It goes back quite a few years. Can I just first say, I love your pillars – these four pillars that hang creativity together? And I would say what's really, really important around inclusivity – that's what we're talking about today – is that you really want to do it. And that's a given and it's not something that needs discussion. It's just an intuitive know in the organisation. And then I think the other really critical thing is about fear. It's so easy to get scared, to be worried about: are we doing it right? What is it we're actually trying to do? Are we saying the right things? Are we talking to the right people? I've got some top tips to get over that first threshold of fear. But it is about really wanting to do it. So where does that come from for the New Wolsey? It started in, we had... It's probably about ten years ago even, now. We had a number of different attempts to attract disabled young people into our youth theatres, or into our youth provision. And we were continually failing. I can't even remember what they were all called. But we would work really hard on some sort of project and it came to naught, and we'd try another way round and it came to naught. We were just not getting the right engagement or the right trust or the right offer. What the heck were we not getting right? And I was having a baked potato with one of the practitioners, Helen Baggett, and she said, "What we need is an agent for change." And this came out of Scotland when I think it was the National Ballet Company or somebody had employed an agent for change to change the culture in the organisation or to work with the organisation to change its culture. And that's exactly what it is. It is about saying, "We want to do this. We actually want to change our culture, but now how are we going to do it?" And to actually have an agent for change programme, which is a person, people, attitude, all sorts of things that go alongside of that... I mean, I'm a very practical person. It's always projects, that we're doing things to change the aspect of our organisation. We went to Esmée Fairbairn Foundation and talked to them about it. They got very excited and we had a three-year funding from them, which was basically an organisational change programme and we called it Agent for Change. And, yes, we went into it with: this is a non-negotiable given. We're going to change. And basically we're going to change to the point where we just engage with, we employ, we have in our audiences, we have in our participation work more disabled people than we do at the moment. And you can't stick them all in one box. This is very different people with very different attitudes and experiences and whatever, but the fundamental thing around them is that they are fundamentally disabled by the environment, which we have created, that they can't engage with our work for various reasons, because we're not approachable or we've not quite worked out how to get it right. Part of that was, we make plays. And so we said, "We'll have to do some work here." We teamed up with Graeae. Jenny Sealey and Pete Rowe – Jenny Sealey, Artistic Director of Graeae, and Pete Rowe, Artistic Director of the New Wolsey – had worked together on a project before and we talked about them jointly directing The Threepenny Opera. Big play. Big, big, big musical. Big resource needed. Esmée not interested in funding a production. They're interested in funding the change process. So we went out to partners that we'd worked with before and asked if they would co-produce. By that stage the world was doing a lot of co-producing and we were beginning to enjoy the benefits of that. So we worked with Birmingham Rep and Nottingham Playhouse and Leeds Playhouse, maybe Sheffield... I'm going to have to bone up on this, aren't I? I can't really remember. We worked with a number of regional theatres.

Amy (00:10:00)

It is a while ago now.

Sarah (00:10:02)
It is a while ago now. And we produced The Threepenny Opera and it went to each of those venues. And we sat down afterwards and said, "Gosh, that was artistically incredibly rewarding."

Amy 

Yeah.

Sarah (00:10:15)
"How can we keep doing this? And actually what else can we do to actually have a mixed cast, a mixed creative team, find ways of making the actual performance more accessible to more people?" It was the tip of an iceberg of... there's a lot more work to be done here. But how on earth are we going to find the resource to do that? Well, then there was a graveyard situation... where Amy Vaughan and Sarah Holmes were going to the opening of a still festival, to an event in a disused church that they had brought to life for the festival. 
And what Amy Vaughan and Sarah Holmes didn't realise that it wasn't a function of turn up sometime and pop in and that's the start of the evening. It had a very definite start time, which we both missed. So we were outside in the autumnal leaves and slight drizzle in the dark in a graveyard chewing the fat while we waited for that particular bit of this whole opening of the festival to complete itself. And we got talking about this particular provocation of what we could do. And wasn't that exciting, Amy? I mean, it really...

Amy

It was.

Sarah (00:11:46)
We wound each other up fantastically well.

Amy

Yeah. Yeah.

Sarah (00:11:51)

And that's where Ramps on the Moon came from. So the Ramps consortium ended up being Sheffield Theatres, Leeds Playhouse, Nottingham Playhouse, New Wolsey Theatre, Theatre Royal Stratford East, and then with Graeae as an industry consultant working with us. And these are theatres that said, "Together we're going to change, we're going to go through organisational change. We'll do it all differently. Each organisation will go on their own journey. But we've got a cohort of other theatres doing the same thing at the same time, so there's a lot of shared learning and conversation to be had. And the centre of this will be productions which we will take turns in creating and then tour them to each other's venues. And they will be big and bold and experimental and risky and frightening and stretching and totally all-round exciting. And behind it will be a big programme of individual organisational change." And then off the back of that come projects that one has to say: this is essential that we do this to grow particular skills or to grow a cohort of people or to grow an understanding of what exactly the joys and delights of this work are. And the Arts Council were excited   enough to give us a lot of investment to do that. And thank goodness you did, because I think without a doubt it's had far-reaching change across the industry. 
Amy (00:13:55)

And I think that's what was always really exciting about it from the outset and has been exciting to watch develop, that it was so uncompromising. The vision was so clear about: this change needs to happen, here's how we're going to do it, and these are all the people we're taking along on the journey with us. And it always felt such an incredible collaboration, that its power as a project sat in its ability to draw everybody in around this particular vision of what you wanted to achieve. And for me around this Inclusivity area there's so much about… we can see the change we want to achieve and we can have a plan to get there. And you can get there with the right plan, as long as you're absolutely focused.

Sarah (00:14:51)

Focused and... True, it's to have a simplistic vision.

Amy

Yeah.

Sarah (00:14:56)
That doesn't mean to say it's not complex to fulfil that vision, but if you can explain it very simplistically... All we want to do is to change the world. Not much! We want to change the world, whereby disabled people... it is normal and usual and expected for disabled people to be in and around, in our cases, the mid-scale mainstream producing British regional theatres.

And there's six of us.

Amy

Yeah.

Sarah (00:15:35)
And we'll go through that journey together. Of course, there's masses of variations and changes and developments as that took place. But isn't that what makes an exciting project? It's not knowing all the answers as you start. Having the support of funding partners and each other to believe enough in it, to know that it's something we want to do and we're determined to do. It's the determination, I think, that is really important, because I'd seen so many very talented disabled artists, creative people, who were getting really stuck and just not being seen, recognised. The mainstream just didn't even know they existed. And what a waste!

Amy

Absolutely, yeah.

Sarah (00:16:39)
And of course now, at the moment, because it takes a while to grow the food chain, a lot of the very talented people are being fully employed by the RSC and the National and the television and the films... I mean, not all of them, I'm not saying it's all over by a long, long way, because it's not. It's never going to be over. But it is delicious to see that there are people being taken into other areas of mainstream creativity. And we're working now with the drama schools and the schools. You've got to start them when they're infants. There's too many stories you hear of young people being said, "But, of course, I was told I could never be an actress or I could never be a director or I could never be a technician, because of what they call my disability. It's not my disability, it's society creating barriers for me not to be able to do what I have a passion and a need to do, because I happen to have this particular characteristic." What bollocks is that?

Amy (00:17:48)
Yeah, absolutely. And it's always been such a delight. I've spotted many of your performers in television programmes and things and thought, "I saw that person in this show at the New

Wolsey." And the other thing that I think has been incredibly impactful about the work that you've done is how we've seen a marked change in applications to some of our funding streams. So particularly our National Activities Touring Project Grant strand, where we've seen more work that cites Ramps on the Moon as showing them that they can do this and it's opening some doors for them. And, like you say, not there by a long way, but change is happening and that's what's always really satisfying to see coming off the back of this incredible project. Could I ask you about you and the New Wolsey and how running such a mammoth project, such a huge undertaking, but, like you say, something that you all really, really believe in, but how that has manifested itself in your organisation in terms of the way attitudes have changed and how you work, I suppose, as a leader as well?

Sarah (00:19:11)

Well, I think the first... The work speaks for itself and that does actually make it much easier for an organisation to grasp the significance and the power of that sort of change. So that 
Threepenny Opera being really early on and some other productions we did subsequently and then moving into the Ramps productions enables the organisation to very clearly see what an interesting, exciting project it is. I think the next really important thing is then making sure that the entire workforce or the entire orbit of the New Wolsey, which is big – you've got a lot of freelancers, you've got a lot of... ours is required people, you've got a lot of... well, not so many, but some core staff – but there's a lot of people that contribute to the success and the business of the organisation, that they are all understanding of what we're talking about. 
And there's some really... It's extraordinary how you can pump out in a two- or three-hour session the beginnings of awareness. And you just have to keep on pumping it out a lot                   with lots of different groupings of people to the point where the organisation does have an awareness of disability equality awareness. And then people who work within an organisation can see where they can easily do a little bit of this or that or something else to contribute to that goal. The other thing is having agents for change placed in each of the organisations.

They're not there to undertake the change but they're there to work with the organisation to implement the change. So they might have some conversation and work with, let's say, a wardrobe department about how they could develop their ways of working to be able to be more inclusive. But they're not actually going to go away and find those people to work in the wardrobe department, nor are they actually going to change the way that wardrobe department works. The people who are in there and are doing it are going to do that change.

And they're doing it because they can see the reason for it.

Amy

Yeah.

Sarah (00:21:40)
I think that what it does to an organisation is it gives it what I call a non-negotiable cornerstone. It's a bit... Your pillars of Let's Create are a bit like that. They're a bit non-negotiable. They are there, there are these four basic principles that the Arts Council are believing in and actually expecting that anybody they fund also believe in. But then to actually give it its practicality and its application is where the excitement comes, where the enjoyment comes. It is... I think the whole of... If you're a vibrant organisation, you're thriving on challenges, so this is a challenge and it's a challenge across the organisation. There are some incredibly key people to it. Michèle Taylor who is Director for Change for the project, who

is... Well, she's employed by the consortium, but employed by New Wolsey. The New Wolsey Theatre is kind of the core of Ramps on the Moon. We call it Ramps Central. That's the place where our Head of Operations, David, holds the strings of the budget and makes it all completely coherent and accountable. Our comms team actually are pushing and pulling

to make sure the comms actually are going out and happening and it's... Everybody's in. There's a lot of corralling that has to be done. You've got some very disparately different organisations working together. But it helps when you're all on the same mission.

Amy

Yeah. Absolutely.

Sarah (00:23:36)

But it is... I don't think it's onerous. I think it's quite the opposite. I think it's quite... We're very proud of it.

Amy

Yeah. Well, and rightly so. What about your board, Sarah? How are they factored in in this change?

Sarah (00:23:58)
They are completely on board, that board. I think they see very much that we're making the running on this. They're 100% supportive of it, but none of them would actually say, "I've got

masses of expertise in this area." Yes, we have some board members who are disabled. Yes, we have some board members who are from different ethnic backgrounds or social backgrounds or la-la-la-la-la. So there are people with lived experience of different characteristics. But it's a bit like the rest of the staff. You're either in or you're out. And if you're not in this and on this project, then you'd leave the board and we haven't had anybody do that, of course, because they all very quickly had bought it and worked with it. But I think different boards work in different ways. Ours is not a management board, it's an oversight board. We're very accountable to them and we enjoy being challenged by them. If we say we're doing something, they're good at questioning how we're actually... are we succeeding and how well are we succeeding in something? But it's not a board that says, "You are now going to do this." It is a board that picks up what we say, the challenge we want to pick up on and then help us to be very rigorous and to push to some quite significant limits.

Amy (00:25:48)
Yeah. That's really interesting to hear, because one of the key features of the Investment Principles more broadly is about governance in general, because there's many, many different

models that exist in the cultural sector in terms of governance, but obviously boards in the case of a lot of theatres. The role that they can take in terms of driving this change in the way that you've just described, that it's about accountability and supporting the ambition and helping you with the check and challenge to get there. And I think that's something that we'll really be looking for as we roll out these resources, actually how we can help, with our resources, support boards to really take that role on and recognise how important they are in that change journey that organisations want to go on.

Sarah (00:26:46)

And that's it – want to go on, support what it wants to go on. Not come and dictate from on high to say, "You will do this because we want some Arts Council funding and if you don't do

this we won't get that Arts Council funding." That would be the worst. But I've always said, and it might be a bit old-fashioned, Amy, but I've always thought that the mission and the purpose of the New Wolsey Theatre is created by the New Wolsey Theatre, and it's influenced by the community that we're working within, it's influenced by the artistic developments that

are happening in and around us. It's influenced by world politics. There's lots of things that help us create what we want to do. And then if the Arts Council see that as viable and as something that they wish to support and be part of, then they can fund us. Rather than the other way round of being an organisation that says, "How can we actually create ourselves in a way that’s going to attract Arts Council funding?" But if you actually get the boot on the other foot, where you're actually saying, to the point where the Arts Council want to come and play, because they know that there's a like-minded organisation. There's a way in which we could team up to progress things, to progress the... put the intention of the industry into reality.

Amy (00:28:19)
Yeah. Well, I don't want to keep you for too much longer, Sarah, because you're a very busy woman, I know. So could you give us just a few of your top tips? It would be great to know, if you had to go back to the start, if you'd do anything differently. But your top tips on inclusive culture and an inclusive organisation would be marvellous.

Sarah (00:28:45)

Top tips are: be absolutely categoric in your determination. Be absolutely... this is what we're doing. Having thought about it, don't just... But having that determination and having that "This has got to happen", and know that it is world-changing, it is organisational changing. And in that regard it's not like falling off a log. It is really a tricky ask, but once you've done that,

then equip yourself and your organisation to be able to achieve it by just getting – it's not rocket science – just getting some basic knowledge from people who have lived experience of

being disabled about it and what the barriers are, without getting too... Because you can get awfully brought down by it. There's some shocking, shocking behaviour that has gone on and continues to go on. And you can get right brought down by it. But if you keep on and just know by talking to people what you can change, what barriers that people are encountering, that you can work as an organisation and within your peer group and in the industry to make a difference. And also be able to fail, be able to get it wrong. Silly things have happened. Every year we have a January Christmas party and it's always in another venue, a different venue in the town, and we were well into, and we had a number of people in the workforce who had physical access requirements that not every venue had. And we had our Christmas party in a thing that had three floors and only stairs. I went, "Come on!" I mean, what a rookie

error, but that does happen. So you've got to put your hand up and say, "I'm really sorry that we've actually done that. That's ridiculous." So, yes, there are going to be things that you do

say, "If we had our time again, we'd do it differently." But that must be true of everything when you're running a... when you're really going for it to change, to make new things, to do

something different. But it's a grand... And also don't feel worthy. Don't feel like you're doing good, because you're not. You're just doing what you should do.

Amy

It's doing right.

Sarah

Well, yeah. You're just picking up on the responsibility that you have and actually doing something about it.

Amy (00:31:43)
My big thanks to Sarah for giving up her time to talk to me about the Ramps on the Moon project and her work at New Wolsey Theatre. Really enjoyed that conversation. Head over

to our website for more resources and materials on the Inclusivity and Relevance Investment Principle. We'll be uploading more content on all the other Investment Principles over the coming weeks and months, so do keep visiting, and thanks very much for listening.

