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About Across the Sky
Across the Sky was a brand new community opera. Cocreated from scratch by people from in and around West
Cheltenham and an expert creative team, the opera was
performed as the finale to the 75th Cheltenham Music
Festival.
'The cast'
 Over 100 children and young people from St Thomas
More Primary School, Hester's Way Primary School and
All Saints’ Academy shaped ideas for the narrative and
score through creative writing and composition
workshops, with many taking part in the performance.


Over 30 local residents helped create the music, with 24
going on to perform in a new community choir - 'Local
Vocals.'



Composer, conductor and musical director Michael Betteridge, librettist Miranda Walker,
vocalist and conductor Gina Baker, director Bryn Holding, professional soloists and the
Gloucestershire Youth Chamber Ensemble worked with local residents, and in schools, to
take the opera from blank page to stage.



A project team from Cheltenham Festivals (originators of the project) knitted all the threads
together.

The vision
Across the Sky aimed to put West Cheltenham residents at the heart of Cheltenham Music
Festival, in turn helping those involved to:


meet new people, make new friends and feel part of the community



learn new skills



grow in confidence



feel good about themselves and where they live



feel an increased sense of well-being.

The project also aimed to leave a legacy, giving those taking part an appetite for more.
The evidence
A range of evidence was used to evaluate Across the Sky's success in achieving its vision and
learn lessons for the future. Sources used included:


survey data, informal feedback from a Local Vocals reflection evening and 'Stories of
Change' gathered from Local Vocals members and the creative team



a mix of letters, drawings and survey data from 71 young people across all 3 schools,
sharing their thoughts on taking part, plus teacher feedback from two schools
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survey feedback from 194 audience members (over 17% of ticket holders) combining free
text comments with 'industry standard' questions recommended by the Arts Council



postcode data on ticket bookers, with comparative data on bookers for a family concert
held at the 2018 Cheltenham Music Festival.

Besides looking at the end results, the evaluation explored factors critical to success, e.g. who
took part, whether those involved had fun and felt inspired, and how the opera was received.
Key findings
Across the Sky succeeded in engaging people living locally, people new to opera and people
from both deprived and affluent neighbourhoods.


A substantial majority of Local Vocals members came from Hester's Way or neighbouring
wards. Several had sung in a choir before but in some cases not for a long time. For others it
was a new experience. None had sung in a production of this quality and scale.



School-based workshops guaranteed good reach to children and young people living locally.



Take up of tickets was high. 558 and 556 tickets were taken for the two performances, close
to the venue's 569 capacity.



16% of those booking tickets for Across the Sky came from the top 30% most deprived areas
by postcode, more than five times as many as for the comparator family concert.



87% of audience members surveyed either strongly agreed (65%) or agreed (22%) that
'Across the Sky was different from things I've experienced before.'

Audience feedback on Across the Sky was overwhelmingly positive


90% of audience members surveyed either strongly agreed (79%) or agreed (11%) that they
'would come to something like this again', with only a handful describing the performance
as 'not my cup of tea'.



Superlatives such as Brilliant (25) Wonderful (23) Excellent (22) Amazing (12) Fabulous (4)
Inspiring, Sensational etc. feature strongly in audience members' free text comments.

Those taking part enjoyed it greatly
This letter from a Year 3 pupil at St
Thomas More Primary School is
typical.
Many children wrote that 'I loved it.'
Common themes include the fun
class members had inventing
characters, learning new songs,
playing games and performing.
Feedback from older pupils echoes
this, with comments too on the fun
that came from working as a team.

Choir members talked about the buzz they got from singing with professional opera singers. As
one observer put it: 'the choir were blown away by the singers' voices, and by the fact that they
would perform with them, shoulder to shoulder.'
Much evidence points to Across the Sky's success in achieving the outcomes hoped for
The project was especially effective in helping those involved meet new people, make new
friends and feel part of the community
Asked what being a Local Vocalist meant
to them, choir members talked of:
'feeling a sense of belonging and
community'; 'being part of a supportive
group in the community'; 'getting to
know people [in my neighbourhood]
whom I didn't know lived there'; 'being
drawn closer to people I wouldn't have
met.'
Several stuedents from All Saints’
Academy highlighted 'meeting new
people' or 'making new friends' as the
best thing about being involved. One
singled out 'the sense of community
around the final performance'.
The strong sense of community created is also a strong theme in this word cloud, based on
audience free text feedback.
Choir members and young people alike learned new musical and vocal skills ...
Musical Director Michael Betteridge describes Local Vocals' musical journey from 'a choir of
people - many of whom had never sung in a choir - to singing in three parts, often challenging
music, exceptionally well...This was a staggering development for a newly formed choir.'
All of the (26) young people from All Saints’ Academy who gave feedback said their writing,
singing and/or composing skills had improved a little (13) or a lot (13). Changes remarked on
included an improved vocal range, getting better at voice projection, understanding more
about composing and lyric writing and being introduced to different singing styles.
...while young people's writing skills improved
Many children at Hester's Way Primary School talked of getting better at writing stories. The St
Thomas More class teacher observed that writing for a real author, and writing for a purpose,
inspired children's writing. 'Even the most reluctant writers have started writing, and they're
using what they write in Miranda's workshops in their writing throughout the week as well.'
The same was true at All Saints’ Academy. While students as a whole were 'stretched and
challenged' by creative writing tasks, a couple of students who didn't normally engage with
writing in class 'really flourished in these sessions.'
Author Miranda Walker adds that, by the time the workshops ended, children 'had become
much more confident in their writing, and a love of writing had been fostered in some pupils
who had previously shown little engagement in literacy lessons.'

Taking part was a confidence-booster
A strong theme from Local Vocals' feedback is the confidence that came from learning words
and harmonies, meeting the vocal demands of the music and performing to a standard they
didn't think was possible.
I didn't think I could sing - but
I can!

I was amazed that we were able to learn
and perform a totally new opera.

Feedback from teachers and young people tells the same story. For the St Thomas More class
teacher 'Performing in front of a large audience and getting a 'buzz' from it increased [young
people's] self-esteem.' Most of the 26 survey respondents from All Saints’ Academy said that
taking part in Across the Sky had developed their confidence either a little (19%) or a lot
(65.5%). Young people talk about the confidence that came from seeing their ideas in the show,
performing in front of a large audience and seeing the opera come together. As one young
person put it: 'It felt quite astonishing that I helped write the opera.'

There are many signs of Across the Sky helping to create a 'feel good' factor
Local Vocals members described feeling good about themselves, while several commented
explicitly on the well-being benefits of singing. Others noted that the opera 'Showed that West
Cheltenham is a fab place,' with 'more substance added to our neighbourhood.'
Across the Sky had other benefits
Feedback from the creative team and from schools points to the significant difference made by
Across the Sky in promoting positive attitudes to learning, encouraging young people to share
ideas and (to a lesser extent) enhancing pupils' understanding of themselves and others.

I definitely got
better at
understanding
emotions

During rehearsals we got to understand each others' views
on the situations that we were writing.

For several members of the creative team, taking part was also highly developmental
personally, e.g. providing opportunities to explore a new form, produce work on a different
scale and/or with greater inter-generational involvement than they had previously experienced.
The project has left a lasting legacy
Cheltenham Festivals plans to continue working with the year 3 class (St Thomas More Primary
School) that took part in Across the Sky through a series of long-term cross-arts participation
projects aimed at shifting attitudes to culture, with performances in at least one Festival yearly
for the next three years. A parents’ consultation and advocacy group will be established to
encourage active parental involvement.
The newly formed adult choir is also carrying on under Gina Baker's leadership.
Asked if they would be interested in doing something similar again, 24 of 26 young people from
All Saints’ Academy gave a clear cut 'yes.' 'I want to do it again' was also a refrain from several
primary school participants and choir members.
Key learning, informing future practice
The evaluation generated practical suggestions, including a new approach to ticket sales in
future. It also strongly underlines the critical role of co-production in the opera's impact.
Creating an opera from scratch is a bold and ambitious undertaking but one that brings
significant rewards and justifies wider replication. As Director Bryn Holding puts it 'The project
has given participants a voice in the creation of material which in turn led to a level of
ownership of the material and connection to it as we get into performance.'

