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Children have the right 
to relax and play, and 
to join in a wide range 
of cultural, artistic and 
other recreational 
activities”

“

Article 31 of the UN Convention on the Rights of a Child 
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Welcome to Icon Theatre’s Theatre31 programme.

Driven by the passionate belief that cultural and artistic activities are a human right of 
every young person, Theatre31 works to enable children in areas of high disadvantage 
and low arts engagement to take part in and experience performing arts activities.

Delivered by experienced arts practitioners, Theatre31 offers free activities including 
youth theatres, a young artist panel, workshops, artist commissions, technical 
training, performance opportunities, visits to the theatre, careers advice and an 
extensive schools programme. Through Theatre31 young people are supported to 
develop personal, social, professional and creative skills that can lead to education and 
employment. 

Theatre31 takes a unique approach to the activities it offers, putting young people 
in the driving seat by placing their voices, interests and opinions at the heart of the 
programme’s design and delivery.

Despite the challenges presented by Covid-19 we have exceeded our target of engaging 
2,000 young people, reaching 4,117 to date. The programme was also recently awarded 
the coveted Editor’s Award at the Music & Drama Education Awards - I couldn’t be more 
proud of what’s been achieved.

This interim report covers the first two-and-half years of a three-and-a-half year 
programme, offering a snapshot of highlights, achievements and impacts. Read on to 
find out more about how we’re touching the lives of young people across Medway and 
Sheppey.

Nancy Hirst
Artistic Director, Icon Theatre

Welcome to 
Theatre31



It is easy to see how Theatre31 
could be replicated across the UK, 
as well as how it has benefitted 
a diverse range of young people 
already. This programme is 
exemplary.” 

“

Sarah Lambie, Editor, Drama & Music Education Magazine 

Winner: Editor’s Award
Music & Drama Education Awards 2022



Building on a successful twenty-year history of delivering creative 
programmes with disadvantaged and marginalised communities, 
in 2019 Icon was awarded a three-year contract by Medway 
Council to run Theatre31 as one of five Youth Performance 
Partnerships programmes in England, funded by the Department 
of Culture, Media and Sport, and delivered by Arts Council 
England (ACE).

The programme is run and delivered by Icon Theatre’s team as 
well as by locally and nationally renowned artists and specialist 
creative companies who support us to fulfil our ambitions. The 
programme has worked with Dante or Die, D-Live, Square Pegs 
Arts, Applied Stories/Fin Kennedy, Sparked Echo, NOVAK, Lady 
Unchained, Paper Balloon Theatre as well as well as more than 60 
freelance artists and practitioners.

Theatre31 also acts as a unique conduit between schools, 
teachers, arts organisations, the Local Cultural Education 
Partnerships (LCEPs) and Creative Schools Network, trialling new 
ways of working for the region.

Our Partners

Theatre31 is funded by Arts Council England in partnership with Medway Council, Kent 
County Council & ROH Bridge, with support from the Medway and Sheppey LCEPs (Local 
Cultural Education Partnerships).
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The aims of Theatre31
To provide first-hand 
experiences of the many 
roles within performing 
and making theatre

To create more equal 
access to arts and creative 
opportunities, focusing on 
areas of high disadvantage 
and low arts engagement

To create more and 
deeper arts experiences 
for young people

To enable new talent 
to be supported and 
developed

To trial new models of 
partnership working in 
the region

Theatre31
Aims



“T31 has definitely helped me with my 
confidence, both in meeting new people 
and in performance. I didn’t really know 

I was capable of that, but it has been 
surprisingly easy.” 

Theatre31 Participant
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The Need
There are 89,685 young people under 16 in Medway and Swale, 17,289 
(19%) of those live in poverty* with others experiencing additional barriers 
to accessing arts opportunities.

Theatre31 takes place in Medway and Sheppey (Swale) with focussed work 
taking place in disadvantaged wards of Chatham and Sheerness, which 
ranks as the most deprived area in Kent**.

Medway

Isle of Sheppey

Chatham

Gillingham

Rainham

Sheerness

Strood

Hoo

Rochester

19% 
of Young People 

Under 16 in 
Medway & Swale 
Live in Poverty

* Children in Poverty Report Kent 2022, defined as ‘relative low income’
** IDACI (the Income Deprivation Affecting Children Index)



The Need
At the start of the programme (Sep to Dec 2019) multiple-choice research 
identified how young people in Medway and Sheppey participate in creative 
and arts activities, reinforcing the need for a performing arts programme.

Of 670 young people (aged 9 to 19) surveyed a shocking:

Note: the of majority surveys completed were conducted at grammar 
schools, therefore the research may show higher rates of participation than is 
representative of  broader Medway and Sheppey.

8% 
Go to the  
Theatre

1% 
Take Part in 
Orchestras

5% 
Take Part in 

Bands

7% 
Take Part in 

Acting

5% 
Take Part in 

Musical Theatre

8% 
Take Part in  
Live Music

12% 
Take Part in  

Singing

14% 
Take Part in 

Dance

3% 
Take Part in 

Backstage or 
Creative Roles
 (e.g. directing, 

costume or sound 
design). 



8 % I don’t know where to find opportunities

23 % I don’t have time

17 % I am shy 

10 % I cannot travel

22 % I lack confidence

19 % I have anxiety

15 % No opportunities in my area

11 % The cost

13 % Nothing prevents me taking part

The Need
The same young people were asked, using a multiple-choice question, what 
prevented them from taking part in creative and arts activities. 
Over 42% of respondents ticked ‘I don’t know’ or did not answer the 
question suggesting there are further complexities to the barriers young 
people face (something we have aimed to research further through the 
programme)

42 % I don’t know / no response 



4,117 
Young People 

Participated in Free Activities 
(Target: 2,000) 

1,558  
Young People 

Watched a Performance

356  
Workshops

Delivered

120
Schools Workshops

Delivered

58
Artists
Employed

88
Local Partnerships 

Created

69 
Schools & Youth Groups

Took Part

10
Productions & 

Artistic Projects 
Commissioned

4,760
People

Watched the Digital Stage

14
Continued Professional 
Development Sessions 

Delivered for Teachers and Artists

Theatre31 
In Numbers
September 2019 – February 2022

6,554
Free Drama & 

Theatre Sessions 
Completed

27,182
Audiences 

For Young People’s Performances 



There’s something 
really wonderful about 
the way that Theatre31 
is set up. I’ve been 
given the chance to 
have a decision-making 
role within the things 
that we create.” 

“

Participant, Theatre31  
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The Theatre31 programme takes a unique approach, 
putting young people in the driving seat by placing 
their voices, interests and opinions at the heart of 
the programme’s design and delivery.

The Young Artist Collective (YAC) acts as a steering 
group for the programme and its 15 members also 
have the opportunity to develop their own creative 
practice both in performing and backstage theatre 
roles.

YAC have taken major project decisions and 
undertaken master classes with digital artists 
Sparked Echo, playwright Fin Kennedy and theatre 
designer Sarah Booth, attended performances and 
regional festivals, and created their own Scratch 
Night to try out their own creative ideas.

“YAC has taught me how to 
work well in a team, how to 
appreciate other’s creative 

ideas and how effective 
certain choices can be in a 

performance/production.” 
Participant, Theatre31  

1. A Youth-Led Programme

Programme 
Highlights
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“I’ve always wanted to be creative, but I just 
haven’t had the confidence to do it. 

Youth Theatre has made us a lot more confident.”
Participant, Theatre31  

Young people in Medway and Sheppey suffer 
transport poverty and struggle to leave their 
local areas to access arts activities locally and 
beyond.

A free two-day Summer Festival toured ‘hard to 
reach’ areas in Medway and Sheppey offering 
young people opportunities to take part in 
workshops and make a play in a day.

The overwhelming success of the festival led 
to the establishment of three additional youth 
theatres in Sheerness, Gillingham and Hoo 
offering weekly sessions for 8 – 18 year olds. 

2. Opportunities For 
‘Hard to Reach’ Areas

PROGRAMME HIGHLIGHTS



“We’ve learnt how to be more confident. How 
to put ourselves out there when we didn’t 

think we could. Seeing how stuff has grown 
through being planned. Now I can plan stuff a 

lot easier and perform stuff a lot easier.”  
Participant, Theatre31  

The Covid-19 pandemic could have derailed 
Theatre31. As a vital resource for local young people, 
the programme pivoted to online delivery. When 
restrictions allowed, live theatre performances and in-
person workshops were delivered in outdoor settings. 

In project The Year That Really Happened, groups were 
mentored to create films at home. Theatre31 supplied 
home-filming kits and support in storyboarding, 
scripting, filming, editing and marketing. The films 
were live streamed to over 300 live audience members, 
viewing from as far away as Tanzania.

In digital project, Medway Megaliths, young artists 
worked with Sparked Echo to create a five-part sci-
fi drama using AR filters and 3D audio, premiering 
outcomes on Theatre31’s Digital Stage and at the 
Electric Medway Festival.

The Snow Queen’s Magnificent Message, a co-
production with Circo Rum Ba Ba, toured ‘hard to reach’ 
schools bringing live theatre to playground settings 
reaching 1,011 young people.

3. Supporting Young 
People through 
Covid-19

PROGRAMME HIGHLIGHTS
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Icon Theatre has a reputation for staging large-
scale, outdoor and site-specific theatre productions. 
Young people, through their schools, youth theatres 
and the Young Artists Collective have had the 
opportunity to perform or work in backstage roles.

If Not Now was a spectacular mass-movement 
production co-created with young people and 
performed at Rochester Castle. With a mix of 
exhilarating dance, breath taking projection and 
original new music, it told a unifying and uplifting 
story about how communities can come together 
to transform poverty, prejudice and the climate 
crisis. 

136 young people and 4 schools performed in the 
production to an audience of 20,000.

4. Co-Creating 
Major Professional 
Productions

PROGRAMME HIGHLIGHTS

I couldn’t believe it. After me and [Director] 
Nancy talked about homelessness, we started 
planning [production] ‘If Not Now’. My words 
named that show.” 
Participant, Theatre31

“
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PROGRAMME HIGHLIGHTS

72% Non-disabled

20% Disabled

8% Prefer not to say

Disability Status

Theatre31

**Disability in Kent, 2020

16.4% of people in Medway 
identify as disabled.**

We know that young people from marginalised and 
under-represented communities often experience 
additional barriers to participation. Theatre31 has 
worked towards addressing this.

Poet and ex-offender Lady Unchained delivered a 
programme of spoken word workshops at Cookham 
Wood Young Offenders Institute supporting young 
people to build their confidence, self-esteem and 
self-belief. Poems the young people created were 
performed by Lady Unchained at ArtsAdmin in London.

Medway African and Caribbean Association (MACA) 
were commissioned by Theatre31 to create a short 
musical play about the Windrush Generation. 

Celebrated theatre-makers Dante or Die and local 
creative organisation IdeasTest worked with pupil 
referral unit, Will Adams Centre, to co-create a piece 
of digital theatre in the form of an interactive map, 
premiering at ART31’s BounceBack Festival.

D-Live delivered a digital arts programme with deaf 
young people at Thomas Aveling School. Led by a team 
of professional deaf artists, young people developed 
skills in filmmaking, editing, 3D art and visual 
storytelling.

5. Equality, Diversity 
& Inclusion  

5% Asian/Asian British

90% White

2.5% Black/Black British

3% Asian/Asian British

82% White

5% Black/Black British

0.5% Chinese0% Chinese

2% Mixed Heritage/Other10% Mixed Heritage/Other

Ethnicity

Theatre31 Medway Census*

Participants 

* 2011



Theatre31 has transformed the ways schools, 
teachers, arts organisations, the Local Cultural 
Education Partnerships (LCEPs) and Creative Schools 
Network work together, setting up a network of 
more than 70 schools in the region.

Theatre31 Schools’ Programme has supported those 
working in education settings by offering Continued 
Professional Development sessions for teachers 
and subsidy for schools to partake in Artsmark. 
A ‘TeachMeet’ event brought more than 40 local 
teachers and professional creatives together to share 
and celebrate the local sector and this programme’s 
resources.

Theatre31’s activity in schools for young people has 
included Tropical Tours, a digital experience for Key 
Stage 2 (Years 4, 5 and 6), supporting teachers of 
humanities to use drama in their teaching about the 
rainforest and the environment; Playground Theatre, 
a programme of outdoor workshops specially 
created for a ‘coming out of Covid-19 setting’; and 
Celebrate Schools Festival that shared the drama 
and theatre talents of 622 young people from four 
Sheppey primary schools with friends and family.

6. A Transformative 
Schools’ Programme

PROGRAMME HIGHLIGHTS



Greater access to the arts and 

professionals in the sector

New friendships

Increased confidence and self-esteem
New skills

Improved mental health and wellbeing

The ability to work independently and collectively 

New skills to transfer into other parts of their lives

The confidence to seek out further training 

The motivation to apply to further education 

courses with a focus on the arts Young People
Throughout the programme we’ve held 

‘Creative Cafe’ discussion groups to hear 
from the young people about the impact it is 

having on their lives. 

They told us Theatre31 had given them:

Theatre 31
Impacts



89%
of respondents

strongly agreed/agreed 
 they were better at 
working in a group

82%
of respondents 

strongly agreed/agreed 
their confidence had improved

80% 
of respondents

strongly agreed/agreed 
they felt proud of what they 

had achieved

of respondents 
strongly agreed/agreed 

their communication skills 
had improved

78%

84% 
of respondents 

strongly agreed/agreed 
 they are better able to express 

their ideas

81%
of respondents 

strongly agreed/agreed 
 they were now more 

interested in training/working 
in a creative job

75%
of respondents 

strongly agreed/agreed 
 they learned the technical parts 
of performance making during 
the project (where applicable)

of respondents 
strongly agreed/agreed 

they appreciated the 
performing arts more

81%

Each part of the Theatre31 programme is evaluated; standardised questionnaires 
are given to participants at the start and end of each project or activity. 
Below, we’ve shared some of the outcomes. 

THEATRE31 IMPACTS

Young People



I’ve met a lot of new people 
through T31. But also, some 
of the experiences I’ve 
had, they’ve really helped 
me decide what kind of 
industry I would like to go 
into in the future. I’m toying 
with the idea of becoming 
an actor or playwright.” 

“

Participant, Theatre31  
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80%  
strongly agreed/agreed 

they’d developed new practices 
to engage young people from 

challenging backgrounds

80%
strongly agreed/agreed 
there were now more 

opportunities for local people to 
get involved in performing arts 

activities

80%
strongly agreed/agreed 

they had developed new 
co-creation skills for working 

with young people in 
performance making

strongly agreed/agreed 
their practice had developed as a 

result of Theatre31

70%

We gave questionnaires to artists and creative practitioners 
who have been involved in delivering the Theatre31 
programme. The results we received from five partner 
arts organisations and seven individual artists were 
overwhelmingly positive.

Artists
In ‘Creative Cafe’ discussions with 
artists taking part in Theatre31, we 
heard the programme had given 
them the opportunity to:

Engage with wider and more 
diverse groups of young people

Feel valued and supported as 
locally based artists 

Raise awareness of their 
organisation within the local 

community

Extend their audience reach across 
the region

THEATRE31 IMPACTS



It has definitely enhanced 
our local credibility. 
We’ve just submitted an 
application to Arts Council 
England for our next project 
and we’ve found it far easier 
to create further contacts 
because of the credibility 
that we gained through 
working with T31.” 

“

Theatre31, Artistic Partner
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Partners
We sought feedback from schools 

and cultural partners that have 
engaged with the programme. Some 
of the main benefits they highlighted 

include:

This project has been 
absolutely fantastic. Seeing 
the children write their own 
audio-drama scripts was 
brilliant. It’s something that 
we’ve been trying to do at 
school for a long time. We’ve 
got loads of tips now of how 
to do it. It’s upskilled us as 
teachers and practitioners.”

“

Teacher, Theatre31  

THEATRE31 IMPACTS

Enabling young people’s 
voices to be heard and 
valued

Sharing skills and 
resources

Supporting the delivery of 
partner aspirations

Engaging with excluded 
young people (and therefore 
improving social cohesion)

Providing new arts and 
cultural activities for children 
and young people across the 
region 



Our Future
The first two-and-half years of Theatre31 have been remarkably 
successful. Exceeding our target of engaging 2,000 young 
people after one-and-half years is testament to the need in 
Medway and Sheppey to provide high-quality drama and theatre 
opportunities for young people who are disadvantaged and have 
low arts engagement. 

By the end of the programme, having trialled new methods of 
youth-led drama and theatre practice, Icon will be in a strong 
position to deliver and advocate for young people’s work at a 
regional and national level. 
 
Funding for Theatre31 will end in December 2022.  Icon are 
now seeking funding to secure the programme’s future. 
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Icon is an award-winning Medway-based theatre and 
participatory arts charity, with a focus on work with young 
people. We push the boundaries of where theatre happens, 
who it is for and how it can help people and places to grow.

Non-professionals collaborating as equal partners with 
professional artists is at the heart of everything we do, be that 
making our signature large-scale, outdoor and promenade 
theatre productions; running  Theatre31, one of five youth-led 
national performance partnership programmes, or our ongoing 
participatory theatre projects in schools, drop-in centres and 
criminal justice settings.

Each year, we are co-commissioned with other locally based 
arts companies to create a much-loved interactive Christmas 
show for early years children that is performed at The Brook 
Theatre in Chatham.

In 2022, we celebrate our twentieth anniversary.

icontheatre.org.uk

About 
Icon Theatre



IconTheatreUK

Icon.Theatre

IconTheatreMedway

This is an interim report, the final evaluation of the 
programme will be released in January 2023.

To discuss the information enclosed, contact:

Daniel King
Executive Director
daniel@icontheatre.org.uk




