
 

 

Zoom Forum hosted by Leo Wan & Leigh Toney: Friday 28 August 2020 
 
 

SUMMARY 
 

UPDATES 
 

• Participant: trying to unionise Barbican casual workers. (@BarbicanWorkers) 

• Leo & Leigh: drawing attention to 850 staff made redundant by Cameron 
Mackintosh; leading joint campaign for data collection with Freelance Task 
Force (FTF), Freelancers Make Theatre Work, Public Campaign for the Arts 
and Fuel (http://freelancetaskforce.co.uk/joint-campaign-for-data-collection). 

• FTF: ends 11 September; collating work; planning what’s next. 

• Industry: RSC won’t reopen before 2021 and will start redundancy 
consultations in October; HOME reopens in October, all tickets £10; Bridge 
reopened on Thursday 27 August 2020. 

 
 

GROUP DISCUSSION 
 
Provocation: The arts in education crisis: how did we get here? And how do 
we get out of here? 

• Beyond theatre. Avoid exceptionalism. Pandemic might leader to greater 
appetite for work/childcare reforms across sectors. What is a better working 
week for everyone? 

• Introduction. A 37% reduction in arts GCSEs 
(https://culturallearningalliance.org.uk/arts-gcse-entries-stable-but-not-
recovering-after-years-of-falling-numbers-while-a-level-entries-continue-to-
decline/). Sir Ken Robinson, who asked ‘Do schools kill creativity?’ 
(https://www.ted.com/talks/sir_ken_robinson_do_schools_kill_creativity). 

• Participants’ arts education. Advised against arts at school. Individual 
teachers nurtured. Advantage of living in an area with cultural provision. 
Pushed to go to university and away from practical courses. Schools failing to 
identify learning needs/styles (e.g. ADHD, dyslexia, practical). 

• Exam fiasco. Ability under (exam) pressure  a learning/skill. Defines people 
forever. 

• Arts for the few. Arts subjects not dropped at private schools. Access to arts 
education via payment – e.g. after school clubs, music lessons. Less going 
straight to drama school. 

• Killing creativity. Told to sit still when young. Children more creative when 
younger. Artistic discovery and scientific discovery from same part of brain. 
Stage design is engineering. System divides into subjects but there is 
creativity in all of them. 

• Neurodiversity and creativity. No neurodiverse training in PGCE. 

• The university problem. Death of polytechnics. Tony Blair’s 50% target led 
to move away from practical courses/apprenticeships. T-levels may be a 
return to practical/apprenticeships. 

• Future job marker. Education is mapped to old or current job market, not 
future. Categorise children too early. False division between hard/soft 
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subjects. Can’t test creativity in the same way as other subjects. Automation 
can’t replicate creativity.  

• Solutions. Abolish private schools. Change public perception of arts. 
Challenge commercial/superficial perspectives of the arts. Change 
educational and social perspectives. Match UK arts funding to European 
average. Holistic, creative and flexible education. 

• The Cummings contradiction. Rumour he hates arts but likes mavericks. 
 
Provocation: A cultural recovery: what is the role of the arts and artists in the 
country's recovery from the pandemic? 

• Insecurity. Arts workers are precarious workers. Precarity =  mental health 
problems. 

• Group of 11. Representatives from campaign groups trying to identify the big 
idea. A National Arts Service in the long term. Short term: artists as 
‘placemakers’ rejuvenating local communities and high streets. A creative 
recovery. 

• National Arts Service. Not the bureaucracy of NHS, but the recognised 
social value. Funding secure. 

• Local high streets and commercial rent. Rent caps. Rent as percentage of 
annual turnover. Companies reducing office space – where do the savings 
go? Employees leaving London – will this lead to rejuvenation of towns? 

• Basic income. Creative Wales considering basic income for artists. This isn’t 
UBI. How do you define an artist? 

• Theatres as classrooms. Germany has used cultural spaces as socially 
distanced classrooms. 

• Slung Low. Artistic output = participation and engagement. Now handle 
social care referrals. Theatre practitioners know logistics. 

• Culture Plan B. http://cultureplanb.podbean.com/ 

• Theatre/arts/community centres on every high street. 
https://omidaze.wordpress.com/2019/06/23/the-talking-shop-report/. 

 
AOB 

 

• How will the Task Force end? How will its output influence policy? 
o No formalised structure or processes so no single document. Plurality 

of output and form. 
o FTF isn’t in contact with MPs, but members of FTF are. Leo in touch 

with Labour Party. Labour Party may be planning a big arts policy 
review. 

o FTF has focused on organisations, not wider social change. Group of 
11 may be better placed. 
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LONG FORM NOTES 
 

UPDATES 
 
Participant Update 

• Attempts at the Barbican to unionise the many casual workers there to GMB. 
Colleagues at the Tate, National Theatre and Southbank Centre are being 
made redundant. Anticipate similar situation may arise at the Barbican. 
(@BarbicanWorkers) 

 
Leo & Leigh Update 

• Been trying to draw attention to Cameron Mackintosh’s decision to 850 staff 
redundant, despite his vast personal wealth and the sizeable profits of his 
companies. 

• Put together data collection survey aimed at all theatre organisations and 
venues, to gather information that has been missing in lobbying efforts thus 
far – specifically information regarding freelance employment pre-covid-19. 
This data collection has become a joint campaign between the Freelance 
Task Force, Freelancers Make Theatre Work, the Public Campaign for the 
Arts and Fuel. (Survey can be found here: 
http://freelancetaskforce.co.uk/joint-campaign-for-data-collection) 

•  
 
Freelance Task Force (FTF) update 

• FTF scheduled to end on 11 September 2020. FTF members are collating 
work and documents. 

• FTF will be discussing what happens next with the Freelance Task Force next 
week. 

 
Industry Update 

• RSC announced it will not reopen its theatres before 2021. A formal 
consultation process with employees will start in October. 

• Manchester’s Home will begin staging live performance again from October. 
500-seat to 120-seats. All tickets £10. Season will feature 11 shows and three 
world premieres. 

• Bridge Theatre held their first socially distanced performance on Thursday 27 
August. 

 
 

GROUP DISCUSSION 
 
Provocation: The arts in education crisis: how did we get here? And how do 
we get out of here? 

• Prompted by information from the Cultural Learning Alliance: over the past 10 
years there has been a 37% reduction in arts GCSEs 
(https://culturallearningalliance.org.uk/arts-gcse-entries-stable-but-not-
recovering-after-years-of-falling-numbers-while-a-level-entries-continue-to-
decline/). There’s been governmental devaluing of arts subjects in schools. 
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Also prompted by the death of Sir Ken Robinson, an educator and speaker, 
who gave the most viewed TED Talk of all time, “Do schools kill creativity?” 
(https://www.ted.com/talks/sir_ken_robinson_do_schools_kill_creativity). He 
suggests our education system encourages children to let go of their 
creativity. 

• Pay to play arts education. Many of those in power or with privilege have had 
an arts education because they’ve had after-school clubs, or music lessons, 
etc. Access to the arts has become elitist via the education system. Arts 
subjects are not being dropped at private schools. 

• Decreasing number of students going straight to drama school, partly due to 
increased tuition fees. Parents pushing children to get other degrees first. 

• Example of children being taught design and being at their most creative in 
year 7, but losing this creativity and abstraction as school progresses. 

• Participants discussed their own arts education and how they entered the 
industry. Many were advised against arts subjects at school. Many identified 
individual teachers who nurtured their artistic skills. Advantages of living in an 
area with a strong artistic identity or cultural provision. Many were pushed to 
go to universities and away from practical courses. Schools failing to identify 
dyslexia, dyspraxia, ADHD, or more practical learning styles. 

• Recent exam fiasco – exam pressure and related academic skill. Shouldn’t be 
defining people for the rest of their lives on these single events. Time-related 
pressure doesn’t equal ability. 

• Children being asked to sit still in class at the earliest moments in their 
education, which undermines a creative learning style. 

• Education systems is built to prefer those who going into certain types of 
careers, i.e. with a focus on mental arithmetic and learning by rote so that 
people could remember and deliver messages. But that job isn’t prominent 
anymore. We categorise children very early in education, which leads to 
“hard” and “soft” subjects. You can’t “test” creative or artistic skills in the same 
way that you can for other subjects. 

• Our system divides into subjects – but one cannot design without 
mathematical skill, scientific principles, technological experience and artistic 
creativity. 

• No allocation within PGCE training to acknowledge or support neurodiverse 
training. 

• The part of the brain that responds to scientific discovery and experimentation 
is the same part that responds to artistic discovery and creation. Stage design 
especially on large scale, is a piece of engineering. 

• We don’t value in creativity, or only value creativity when it part of scientific 
subjects. The education system is inherently flawed. Tony Blair’s target of 
50% going into higher education led to a move away from practical courses 
and apprenticeships (the campaign to reinvigorate apprenticeships is now 
being led by his son, Euan Blair). Have we valued university courses too 
highly for too long? 

• Interested to see the BTEC figures for creative/arts courses. [Haven’t been 
able to find these.] T-levels are being introduced this year – equivalent to 
three A-levels, offering a mix of classroom learning and ‘on-the-job’ 
experience. Some fear that this could lead to cheap/unpaid labour. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/sir_ken_robinson_do_schools_kill_creativity


 

 

• Relationship between universities and polytechnics. T-levels seem to be 
taking a polytechnic attitude and applying it to secondary education. 

• Participants shared solutions: abolish private schools; changing the 
perspective of the general public about the value of an arts education; 
challenge commercial arts (e.g. Britain’s Got Talent) that show the arts as 
easy and superficial – societal perspective will change education; change 
both societal perspective and educational perspectives; bring UK funding of 
the arts up to the European average – e.g. doubling it; stop changing the 
education system to respond to current workforce needs – these needs are 
changing to rapidly, so we should pursue a holistic, creative and flexible 
education. 

• Automation has not yet managed to recreate “ideas” – creativity is the most 
economically viable educational practice to invest in. 

• Dominic Cummings – where are the big ideas? Rumours that he hates the 
arts, but contradicts himself by pursuing “mavericks”, e.g. creative thought. 

 
Provocation: A cultural recovery: what is the role of the arts and artists in the 
country's recovery from the pandemic? 

• Change the perception of the social value of the arts is if artists are central to 
the recovery. 

• “Group of 11” – representatives from various campaign groups (All of Us, Arts 
Works Alliance, Can You Hear the People Sing, Culture Needs Diversity, 
Freelancers Make Theatre Work, Freelance Task Force, Monday Group, 
Tuesday Group (Futures Group), Public Campaign for the Arts, 
Scene/Change, We Shall Not Be Removed). This group has been trying to 
identify the “big idea” – in the long term, this is a National Arts Service (an 
idea which has been floated by many people, especially Tarek Iskander). In 
the immediate term, government is concerned about dying local high streets, 
loss of local community. Artists as placemakers. Can arts freelancers play a 
role in rejuvenating high streets? Can these high streets become cultural high 
streets, community high streets? 

• If we are to rejuvenate the high streets, we need to deal with landlords and 
rents. Rents are far too high. Need rent caps or a quota of properties that are 
not liable to commercial rent rates. Can rents be on a scale? If rents are 
reduced, but Wagamama is still the tenant, the benefit will go to large 
corporate interests and not local communities. Rent charged as % of 
company’s annual turnover. 

• Due to pandemic and many employees working from home may lead to 
companies realising they do not need central office spaces. This might lead to 
people leaving London and rejuvenating towns. If companies no longer need 
to pay rent for office space, the savings need to go to employees so they can 
set up a home office and as increased remuneration. 

• Creative Wales considering artist basic income (it’s not UBI because it’s not 
universal). Fear of exceptionalism for artists and how that’s perceived. Who is 
an artist? How do you define an artist? 

• The thinking behind the National Arts Service: can the arts get to a place, like 
the NHS, where there is enough public support that the government would be 
cautious about cuts to the sector? It’s not about replicating the bureaucracy of 
the NHS, but the public and social investment. 



 

 

• In Germany, the use of theatre spaces as socially distanced classrooms. Why 
has the UK not yet done this, as it faces the crisis of reopening schools? 

• Slung Low – a theatre company that runs the oldest working men’s club in the 
country. They are now the ward centre for social care referrals in Holbeck, 
Leeds. Every element of their artistic output is also participation and 
engagement work. Theatre practitioners, who have been furloughed, are 
experienced in logistics – getting things to people who need them. They 
should have been commandeered by central and local governments. 

• Podcast interviewing community and cultural changemakers/leaders: 
http://cultureplanb.podbean.com/ What if community workers and artists who 
were in the community were the same thing? Theatres are civic spaces. 
Community and participatory arts will be the thing that gets us out of the 
trauma of the pandemic. ACE’s Let’s Create policy already indicated that this 
change was starting. 

• Why aren’t there theatres on every high street? Or, why aren’t there arts 
centres on every high street? Or, why isn’t there a community space on every 
high street? See https://omidaze.wordpress.com/2019/06/23/the-talking-shop-
report/. 

 
AOB 

• How will the Task Force end? Feels like FTF is a think-tank and so your 
publications should be influencing policy. Are MPs engaged? Expecting an 
amazing document which is a compilation of all the amazing work that has 
been done. 

o The output will come in lots of different forms – a zine, a film, a visual 
diagram, and lots of documents. There will be a lot of information. 

o FTF never created a formalised structure or processes because many 
did not want to replicate the systems of harm that had seen freelancers 
excluded thus far. Therefore FTF is not capable of producing a single 
document. There will be a plurality and multiplicity of output. 

o FTF as a whole is not in touch with MPs, but many individuals are. Leo 
has been in touch with an adviser to the Labour Party to try and find a 
way for the cultural industries to prioritised by the Treasury and 
Business departments. 

o FTF has been focused on reforming organisations, but not wider social 
change. Group of 11 is looking to a wider comprehensive revolution – 
plan to make a submission to the comprehensive spending review. 

o Suspect the Labour Party might be planning a big arts policy review 
(they have not issued a White Paper on the Arts since the very first in 
1965), but Labour will not publish policies this far ahead of a general 
election. 
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