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Absolutely what should happen, 
bringing lots of different ages and interest groups together. 

(Audience member) 
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1.1.1.1. PROJECTPROJECTPROJECTPROJECT    SUMMARYSUMMARYSUMMARYSUMMARY    

A Way with Words was the second phase of Cheltenham Festivals’ three-year community 

project in Cheltenham West. It was a cross-arts, multi-generational project with a focus 

on gathering and sharing local people’s stories, reminiscences and opinions. The material 

gathered was then re-interpreted and shared in a public performance as part of 

Cheltenham Literature Festival 2016, using different performance media. See Appendix 3. 

A Way with Words offered people from across Cheltenham West the opportunity to get 

involved as Story Collectors, Story Providers and Story Tellers; and also to engage with 

Creative Practitioners specialising in a variety of performing arts. The project resulted in 

engaging 565565565565 participants and audiences of more than 500500500500! 

‘I loved the cross-section of people involved and the process of gathering material, 

words, stories etc.’ (Local participant) 

The focus on stories, the format, and the aims and intended outcomes of the project, 

came out of consultation with local groups and individuals, as well as local councillors, 

community organisers and church leaders. Common themes cropped up in all these 

conversations:  low aspirations and limited opportunities, particularly amongst young 

people; and a lack of engagement with cultural activities in town that local residents often 

perceive as ‘not for them’. (See Appendix 1 for further details) 

Who we consultedWho we consultedWho we consultedWho we consulted    
Axiom Arts in Hesters Way 
Community Organisers representing Hesters Way and Rowanfield 
Cheltenham Borough Homes 
Gloucestershire College 
Gloucestershire Young Carers 
Hesters Way Library; Hesters Way Neighbourhood Project; Hesters Way Partnership 
Local councillors – Cheltenham Borough and Gloucestershire County 
Local primary and secondary schools 
Revd Philip Smith – St Aidan and St Silas Churches 
The Aston Project 
The Living Room 

 
The way stories would be gathered and shared in A Way with Words demonstrated the 

potential to bring people together, both within local communities and by bridging the gap 

between local residents and ‘traditional’ Cheltenham Festival audiences. Stories are a 

powerful form of communication. From universal truths to individual experiences, they 

can consolidate or change perspectives. Stories connect us to others, enabling us to 

understand ourselves and others better.  

Our regular Story Collectors, six local people, were attracted by the opportunity to 

present the area in a positive light, as well as for meaningful and sustained interaction 

between the area and Cheltenham Festivals. The Story Providers, both groups and 

individuals, were motivated by many of the same factors.  

Please read on to find out what happened and the impact A Way with Words has had. 
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2.2.2.2. WHAT DID WE HOPE TO ACHIEVE?WHAT DID WE HOPE TO ACHIEVE?WHAT DID WE HOPE TO ACHIEVE?WHAT DID WE HOPE TO ACHIEVE?    

Overall project aimOverall project aimOverall project aimOverall project aim    
To contribute to community cohesion and wellbeing in Hesters Way by bringing different 

groups together. 

‘It was simply brilliant. So joyful and meaningful to our local community.’ (Audience 

member) 

Project outputsProject outputsProject outputsProject outputs    
• A training session for the Story Collectors 
• 39 story collection sessions involving at least 150 people 
• Pop-up performances in town and in Hesters Way 
• A performance of A Way With Words, alongside an interactive exhibition in 

Cheltenham’s central library during the 2016 Cheltenham Literature Festival 
• Film footage of the performance 
• Potential new members for Cheltenham Festivals’ Young People’s Advisory Group  
• Free/reduced ticket offers 

 
ProjProjProjProjeeeect outcomesct outcomesct outcomesct outcomes    
Intended outcomesIntended outcomesIntended outcomesIntended outcomes    Were they achieved?Were they achieved?Were they achieved?Were they achieved?    

• Increased confidence and wellbeing 
amongst participants 

80% of respondents reported that the 
experience had impacted positively on their 
confidence or wellbeing. 

• Skills development/acquisition or 
learning something new 

75% of respondents reported having 
developed or learned something new 

• Enhanced sense of cohesion and 
wellbeing amongst different groups 
and communities within Hesters Way 

‘It makes everyone feel part of the 
community.’ (Participant) 
‘Great to see all ages of the community 
performing together.’ (Audience) 
All the groups and individuals that took part 
enjoyed finding out more about their local 
area through being part of the project.  

• Participants value arts and culture more 
highly, and want to interact more with  
Cheltenham Festivals and other arts 
and cultural organisations and activities 
locally  

82% of respondents indicated a greater 
likelihood of engaging with arts and culture 
and Cheltenham Festivals than before. 

• Change residents’ and non-residents’ 
perceptions of Hesters Way 

‘A happy way of bringing people together 
and making people aware of the locality.’ 
(Audience) 
‘Hesters Way is often considered a cultural 
desert. But there is a great deal of local 
culture which has few chances to express 
itself. This was one such.’ (Participant) 

• New networks and relationships are 
formed, amongst community groups as 
well as between them and the project 
participants and organisations, that 
endure beyond the end of the project 

’I had no idea some of the other activities 
existed.’ (Audience) 
‘Lots of people wanted to know more 
about us, and when we practise.’ 
(Participant – the Roomers) 
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3.3.3.3. MONITORING AND EVALUATION MONITORING AND EVALUATION MONITORING AND EVALUATION MONITORING AND EVALUATION     

We used a combination of face-to-face interviews with paper and online forms to 

monitor participants, performers and audience members. 

100% of respondents100% of respondents100% of respondents100% of respondents    agreeagreeagreeagreedddd    thatthatthatthat    it is a good idea to have events like it is a good idea to have events like it is a good idea to have events like it is a good idea to have events like A Way with A Way with A Way with A Way with 

WordsWordsWordsWords    taking place in the communitytaking place in the communitytaking place in the communitytaking place in the community    and involving local peopleand involving local peopleand involving local peopleand involving local people....        

‘Besides the obvious idea of bringing people together, it’s a great way of communicating 

the past as well as informing about the present. Most importantly, I think it is the process 

of getting people together, and that must continue.’ 

‘It was great to hear the real verbatim words of people and see people from all ages and 

communities working together.’ 

‘Hester’s Way needs more things like this and it is good to see the Literature Festival 

moving an event to a less prestigious part of Cheltenham.’ 

‘I have lived in the Hester’s Way area a while without knowing much about it. An event like 

this showcases the environment and it can create incentive to turn the place round – it’s 

brilliant.’ 

‘Events like this are absolutely necessary. Perhaps more so in communities that may have 

a collective low esteem.’ 

‘Events like this involve the local community in many ways and bring people together.’ 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Audience members enjoying the performance. 
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What did they think of the project and What did they think of the project and What did they think of the project and What did they think of the project and the the the the performance?performance?performance?performance?    
 
‘It was simply brilliant. So joyful and meaningful to our local community.’ 

‘I loved the cross-section of people involved and the process of gathering material, 

words, stories etc.’ 

 

‘It made me smile with a bitter-sweet feeling. Melancholy and the feeling of what the 

community was and what it will be was very well presented.’ 

‘Hesters Way is often considered a cultural desert. But there is a great deal of local culture 

which has few chances to express itself. This was one such.’ 

‘The Knit and Natter section was very enjoyable - I didn't realise you could go somewhere 

and do that.’ 

‘I really liked the range of participants, and that all ages were included.’  

‘A great dramatic event using professional skills & many wonderful volunteers. A model 

performance of which all participants should be rightly proud. Well done!’ 

‘I didn’t expect the breadth of the project, the extent of community engagement, and the 
sheer creativity and imagination that went into it – to say nothing of the hard work that 
must have been involved. Above all there was lots of fun.’ (Ex-Borough Councillor John 
Rawson, St Peter’s) 
 
‘I really enjoyed the performance. It was great to see the involvement of the community 
in the project. It became obvious how much work must have gone in to collating the 
stories to put the performance together, and this would have only been possible with the 
buy in of Hesters Way residents and community groups. I look forward to hearing about 
future projects.’ (Adam Withers, Operations Consultant, Zurich) 

Teaching 

Assistant Mr 

Lloyd helps to 

make knitted 

props for the 

performance at 

a community 

engagement 

workshop in 

September. 

(Kidzone After-

School Club, 

Christ Church 

Primary School) 
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All Saints’ Academy students supporting the Roomers at the performance 

 
 
What about their own confidence and wellbeing? What about their own confidence and wellbeing? What about their own confidence and wellbeing? What about their own confidence and wellbeing? Why did they want to participate? Why did they want to participate? Why did they want to participate? Why did they want to participate? 
80% reported a positive impact80% reported a positive impact80% reported a positive impact80% reported a positive impact    

    
‘I can be sad, angry, upset, but when I start to sing with others my mood is transformed to 

energetic exuberance. How strange the power of song. Also, compared with our 

performance at the Music Festival in 2015, our confidence levels have increased 

significantly.’  

‘My personal confidence was enhanced through having done something with/for 

Cheltenham Festivals - a very prestigious organisation in the town.’ 

‘F doesn't often join in, but really enjoyed taking part in this.’ 

 ‘It strengthened relationships and the feeling of belonging.’ 

‘I enjoy what our group does, and it was nice for others to see what we do.’ 

‘Now I am more confident.’ 

 

Why did the audienceWhy did the audienceWhy did the audienceWhy did the audience    come to see the performancecome to see the performancecome to see the performancecome to see the performance, and what did they think of it, and what did they think of it, and what did they think of it, and what did they think of it???? 
 
Comments and postcode data tell us that the audience was made up largely of local 
people (75%), some of whom had taken part in the story collecting and telling process, 
and others who had heard about it and were curious. 

 
‘To be honest, I didn’t have a lot of choice!! I came to support my wife [in the Aerobics 

flashmob group], but was very glad I did!’  
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‘I was very interested to see how the ideas that Malcolm and Pip [Cheltenham Festivals] 

discussed with me [funder, Zurich Community Trust] in 2015 came into reality.’ 

‘A friend of the community told us last minute.’ 

‘To support a Festivals event that was breaking new ground.’ 

‘It sounded good, something for our neighbourhood.’ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

‘It was brilliant from start to finish. Great use of every setting, indoors and out.’  

‘Because I made stuff for it.’  ‘Because I made poems.’ 

The Hesters 

Way Library 

Knit and 

Natter Group 

join the 

performance 

Bunty Porter’s 

story in the 

Age UK shop 

window 
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What about the Creative team? What did they thinkWhat about the Creative team? What did they thinkWhat about the Creative team? What did they thinkWhat about the Creative team? What did they think    of it allof it allof it allof it all????    
    
Emma WilliamsEmma WilliamsEmma WilliamsEmma Williams    ----    DirectorDirectorDirectorDirector    

It was a joy to Direct and work on A Way with Words.  As my preconceived ideas of the 

place and people dissolved I discovered the warmth, heart and humour within Hesters 

Way. I worked alongside people who had decided that the way to enrich their lives was to 

get together and knit, or sing, or walk, or dance. Through the performance we were able 

to celebrate this warm sense of community but also we could dig deeper and through 

verbatim poetry reveal individual stories and experiences. By performing in and around 

the buildings at the very heart of the area all the participants created a wonderful, vibrant 

and authentic event that was both moving and fun. Though my singing and dancing have 

not improved I am now an avid knitter and know exactly where to go when I get stuck or 

need a bit of a natter. 

 

Katy CostiganKaty CostiganKaty CostiganKaty Costigan    ----    Practitioner, Performer, Practitioner, Performer, Practitioner, Performer, Practitioner, Performer, Interactive Exhibition DInteractive Exhibition DInteractive Exhibition DInteractive Exhibition Designesignesignesign    

It has been an amazing opportunity to get to know the community groups at the heart of 

the project and to work with a wonderful artistic team. The stories from people in this 

area of Cheltenham were a rich source of material and it was important that their voices 

were celebrated as part of Cheltenham Literature Festival. 

 

Hannah MooreHannah MooreHannah MooreHannah Moore    ----    ChoreographerChoreographerChoreographerChoreographer    

Working on A Way with Words was a really valuable experience for me.  

I loved working with the All Saints’ Academy drama club. The students were receptive, 

creative, energetic, enthusiastic and inspiring. Their thirst for learning and gaining 

experience was huge and they brought an energy and quality to the final piece that was 

really exciting to watch. I found the whole process with the drama club, from meeting 

them, rehearsing with them and then performing with them to be inspiring because they 

were so clearly passionate about expressing themselves creatively; they embraced the 

point of the project straightaway and gave it their all, and they brought together the 

different generations of community performers and demonstrated the best of 

intergenerational collaboration.  

I was really delighted to hear from their drama teacher that many of the students 

involved, who can be low in confidence at school, had really come out of their shells 

during this project and were being bigger and bolder not only within the drama club but 

also in lessons and with their peers. 

A Way with Words demonstrated to me the value of bringing together different 

community groups – many people said they hadn’t known about the other groups until 

the show and were glad to know that there were other groups out there that they could 

join to get to know people and to pursue their personal interests in a supportive setting. 
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4.4.4.4. UNEXPECTED DIFFICULTIESUNEXPECTED DIFFICULTIESUNEXPECTED DIFFICULTIESUNEXPECTED DIFFICULTIES    AND HOW WE ADAPTEDAND HOW WE ADAPTEDAND HOW WE ADAPTEDAND HOW WE ADAPTED    

It is inevitable that a project like this will encounter some trip hazards along the way. 

Although they cannot be planned for, unforeseen events and unexpected challenges at 

various levels of complexity are to be expected, and A Way with Words was no exception. 

The unexpected difficulties we faced included recruiting Story Collectors aged 16-24, 
and the impact of Brexit on the local Polish community. More details can be found in 
Appendix 5. 
 
One example of how we adapted: 

From our consultation engagement and other project work we had good connections 

with young people through the likes of County Community Projects, All Saints Academy 

and Gloucestershire Young Carers. Although significant initial interest was expressed, we 

did not manage to recruit from these groups. However we then made contact with 

Gloucestershire College that is strongly invested in the local area. The Student 

Experiences Manager jumped at the chance to include the opportunity for students to 

volunteer to be Story Collectors. Twelve students signed up; nine attended the training 

session; and six students went out into the community as Story Collectors.  

 

5.5.5.5. FUTURE ACTIVITY/NEXT STEPSFUTURE ACTIVITY/NEXT STEPSFUTURE ACTIVITY/NEXT STEPSFUTURE ACTIVITY/NEXT STEPS    

Groups and individuals that have taken part in Going for a Song and A Way with Words are 

already asking ’what next?’ It is important to keep that momentum going, and to ensure 

that they are involved in the project development and delivery of phase three. 

We are already thinking of a co-produced community opera, making use of the strong 

partnerships we have built up, and the rich and extensive material already gathered  

Expected next steps are: 

• Further conversations with A Way with Words participants and those we consulted 
• Research and an audit of other organisations that have delivered community operas 
• Consulting those organisations that we are most interested in learning from 
• A fundraising plan 

 
We will also be sharing this evaluation report and our project film with a range of 

stakeholders: 

• Hesters Way Community Groups 
• Local voluntary sector via the Gloucestershire VCS (Voluntary and Community Sector) 

Alliance’s e-newsletter    
• A Way with Words    creative team 
• Funders of A Way with Words        
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