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Executive Summary

In March 2019 Performers Without Borders (PWB) received a £9660 Awards For
All grant from the National Lottery Fund to support us to provide circus arts
workshops for Looked After Children (LAC) and vulnerable youth in the
Blackburn Area. We collaborated with three partner organisations:

  ★   Young People’s Services, Kaleidoscope Centre
  ★   Blackburn’s Foster Carers Association 
  ★   The Bureau Centre for the Arts

With support from our partners, the PWB team delivered 30 circus arts
instruction workshops supporting 471 LAC and other vulnerable youth aged 5 to
18 in Blackburn during Autumn/Winter 2021. 

The initial timeline for project implementation was delayed by the Covid-19
lockdowns across the UK. When these restrictions were lifted, the workshops
were delivered in adherence to the Covid19 restrictions and robust measures
were taken to minimise the risks associated with the virus.  

The circus arts instruction workshop’s comprised circus skills including diabolo,
plate spinning, poi, juggling, balance equipment, tightwires, giant ladders! Loads
of team building games, exercises and songs, aerial hoop, and it all culminated
in planning and performing a final show to families and carers at our Christmas
party celebration in December 2021.

The workshops were well received by participants, carers and other
stakeholders, who reported a range of positive outcomes including enhanced
confidence and improved physical coordination.
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The Foster Carers Association (FCA) identified high
levels of demand for circus arts workshops among
LAC and other vulnerable young people. Carers
acknowledge that it can be very difficult getting
LAC to engage with peers. They often have poor
social skills, low levels of confidence and struggle
to make friends. Circus Skills is a powerful
mechanism to support you people to develop from
working independently to coordination with peers.
With support and encouragement, they move from
solo practice into pair work, group work and finally
performance. Their supports their growing
confidence, social skills and build trust in
themselves and each other. 

Circus arts have been shown to improve physical
and mental wellbeing as well as promote
confidence, team skills, self-esteem, mindfulness
and socialising. It is more accessible and inclusive
than many traditional sports, including for young
people with complex and additional needs. 

Early engagement in physical activity has also
been shown to improve academic achievement
and the likelihood of doing physical activity in later
life, which has additional long-term benefits.

Recognising the access challenges for young
people to participate in circus arts instruction
(which is not available locally in Blackburn-with-
Darwen), and particularly for children with complex
or additional needs, we developed the curriculum
of workshops to improve their physical and mental
wellbeing. 

See https://www.pwb.ngo/research for further
informational research supporting the positive
psycho-social outcomes of circus arts.

Background 

We supported 
 471 young

people aged 5-
18 to gain skills
and confidence

through
participating in

circus arts
workshops. 
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Our Activities
In collaboration with our partners Young People’s Services, Blackburn’s Foster
Carers Association and The Bureau Centre for the Arts, Performers Without
Borders delivered 30 circus arts instruction workshops to LAC and vulnerable
youth across four locations in Blackburn; Lindisfarne Ave, Penny St, Ewood Park,
and Hoghton. The workshops ran weekly throughout Autumn and ended in Winter
2021, culminating in a weeklong intensive over the October 2021 half-term and a
final show and workshop in December 2021. We also opened these sessions to
other children in the area, which helped the children-in-care integrate with other
local young people. 

            Psycho-Social Support and Confidence Building

Participants enjoyed practical support, confidence-building and encouragement
and developed their skills across a range of ground-based and aerial circus arts.

Technical Circus Skills

During the weeklong intensive, we taught six hours a day, running a morning and
afternoon session that everyone was allowed to attend. Many participants
attended both sessions, every day. Sessions consisted of warm up, group games
and activities, different prop acquisition followed by show development and
equilibristics. As well as solo practice, participants were encouraged to work in
pairs and groups.

Production and Perfromance Skills

At the end of the project, participants were supported to showcase their newly
developed skills in a performance, with an audience of around one hundred care-
givers and parents/guardians and support staff.



participants identify 
as female

55%

participants have
additional needs

17%

times participants learned a new skill
and celebrated by shouting "I did it!"641

Participants and guardians also praised the “well organised” and "high-quality"
training and support provided to the young people, and the dedication and
organisation of the “amazing” project team. Caregivers and participating young
people frequently requested more ongoing workshops.

 “My grandchildren have said they would have loved to do it every week at
Kaleidoscope because they loved it.”

average cost per
participating young

person

£20.51

Care-givers reported a range of positive outcomes for participating young
people, from enhanced “self-confidence”, "self-pride” and other emotional
development outcomes, to practical skills and improved coordination. The
show and workshops helped build participants’ confidence, team working
skills and integrate them within their community.

During the exit survey participants reported that there is
“a lot” of need for this project and identified at least three
benefits for participants, including physical,
mental/respite, social, confidence/self-esteem, new skills
and fun. Children enjoyed the programme, and
anticipated each session with excitement; 

“My child had a great time and was excited every week to go.”

For many participants, the workshop content was new
and the showcase performance was their first opportunity
to perform on stage. Many participants were also proud
to share their achievements with others outside the
sessions, raising the profile of circus arts and cascading
the positive outcomes.

“He loved attending and telling everyone about his
achievements and asked if he can go to the next one!”

 

Our Outcomes



Conclusions

The project was a great success and was
well-received by participating children
and their guardians and caregivers.
Despite the Covid19 related delays, the
project was delivered efficiently and
within budget.

All participants reported positive
experiences including physical benefits,
mental health benefits, social
opportunities, enhanced confidence and
self-esteem, new skills and fun. They
consistently requested more workshops
in future. 

All caregivers reported positive
outcomes for the participating young
people including enhanced confidence
and emotional development, practical
skills and improved coordination.

All partners contributed fully and were
pleased with the project. We look
forward to working together in future. 



Recommendations
Looked After Children in a deprived area like Blackburn benefit significantly
from access to fun activities where they can develop important skills and
abilities (see: www.pwb.ngo/benefits/). 

Vulnerable young people especially benefit from structured and safe
opportunities to socialise with other children, gain confidence and skills, and to
overcome their disadvantages and traumas. 

Benefits

Vulnerable young people would
benefit from further opportunities
to develop skills and confidence
through circus workshops.

Demand

There is a significant appetite and
demand for circus skills workshops
and performance opportunities
among young people and carers in
the Blackburn area.

Commitment

Performers Without Borders
provide evidence-informed and
tailored support in circus skills
which has demonstrably positive
social, psychological and physical
outcomes.

http://www.pwb.ngo/benefits/

