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 “By turning you upside down, we teach you to stand on your own two feet. By dropping objects we teach you to catch them. By having you walk all over someone, we teach you to take care of them. By having you clown around, we teach you to take yourself seriously.”

 Bob Sugarman
Introduction
Circus is an institution deeply embedded in our cultural consciousness. Historically defined as “entertainment” rather than art, its position in society and culture has never been limited to one type or class of audience. Culturally, geographically, and artistically, circus has no rules or boundaries. Exposing human frailty and folly, and celebrating the remarkable skills and endurance of the human body, the magical, mysterious nature of circus has always had a particular significance and fascination for us.
Circus is an increasingly developing art form in the fairly early stages of re-discovering itself. Its international tradition and long history has provided a rich background to the development in the last thirty years of contemporary or “new” circus.  More currently within the sector, artistic practise, training provision, education, and youth circus are all demonstrating signs of vibrant growth and advancement. 

Public perception of circus is transforming alongside the development and artistic experimentation of the art-form. However, this is an ongoing process. Audiences are becoming aware that the form is changing, but circus’s long history in the UK contributes to out-dated labelling and pigeon-holing of the art-form. Audiences may associate circus with children’s entertainment, or, based on childhood experiences, may have made fixed decisions about whether they like or dislike circus. However, there is evidence that points towards healthy development of audiences for circus-related work. “Audiences and venues are becoming increasingly hungry for the experience of new work that speaks with a visual language. Increasing numbers of larger theatres are now realising the opportunity that circus arts offers in terms of audience development” (Micklem 2006)
Arts Council England’s (ACE) “Circus Healthcheck” describes circus as “a broad term that encapsulates a variety of forms including theatre, music, dance, clowning, aerial work and spectacle. The work is presented in tents, theatres and non-traditional performance spaces, both inside and out. Circus is a broad industry which ranges from large-scale commercial operations to the small scale and experimental. Much of the work is focused on families while some emerging practice is more clearly targeted at adult audiences. Boundaries between traditional and contemporary circus are now blurred, with collaborations between both forms now widespread.” (Micklem 2006)

The all-embracing character of circus provides a breadth of opportunities and potential. Cross-art-from practise is now prevalent, with circus artists and organisations working with partners in dance, theatre, film and sport. Circus is found within street arts, site-specific theatre, opera, Hollywood films, pop videos and on television. 
In 2002, ACE identified circus as “one of the most accessible art-forms that exist today.” (Hall 2002) 
It has also been recognized that circus can play a significant role in the areas of education, community development and regeneration and health and social issues. 
“Circus art has the potential to develop many of the ambitions in our agenda for 2006–8. Circus artists and companies are also well placed to unlock a range of central and local government aspirations around sport and health, tackling child obesity, participation, and sustainable communities” (Micklem 2006)
It is now widely acknowledged that participation in the arts can have a huge impact on young people’s lives, and circus has a proven track record as being an excellent medium for engaging young people in arts activity. 
Recent government strategy and policy places children and young people in the centre of agendas, and the arts plays a major role in implementing change.  “Involvement in the arts and creative opportunities can transform the way children and young people explore the world around them, changing the way they see themselves and what they aspire to in the future. It can contribute to learning, both in terms of formal attainment and the development of lifelong skills that help to make a rounded individual, a communicator, a problem solver, an innovator and a team worker. It can contribute to social development and personal well-being, particularly of children and young people who are at risk of exclusion because they are looked after, living in rural communities, from culturally diverse backgrounds or have disabilities, as well as those at risk of offending or reoffending. The long-term aspirations of the UK to grow as a creative economy depend on children and young people developing creative skills, which can be learnt through engagement in the arts.” (Arts Matters 2006)

The Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) are working on a three-year initiative, ending in 2009 - the Young People’s Participatory Theatre Project (YPPT).
“The YPPT project aims to work with young people aged 11–25 years, with a view to increasing opportunities and broadening the range of theatre-related activity in which young people can participate. The initiative is a priority within our national policy for theatre. The definition of theatre includes circus, street arts and experimental theatre.” (Jancovich 2007)
Research for YPPT has so far included the publication of ACE’s Paving the Way, “undertaken by Arts Council England in partnership with the National Association of Youth Theatres (NAYT), it provides a baseline assessment of youth and participatory theatre activity across England.  It summarises the findings of an extensive mapping study, regional mapping reports and case study research.”  (ACE, 2007)
The report identified a “significant contribution from youth circus to the national youth theatre picture” and led to Youth Circus Mapping and Recommendations, a commissioned piece of research focusing solely on the youth circus sector, aiming to discover the extent of activity, and inform on methods of development and action.
This is the first time participatory and youth-based work has been emphasized and documented by ACE and DCMS. It is hoped that this focus underlines a commitment to developing this kind of work, and highlights it’s usefulness in our society. 
The story of youth circus and its profile today
In order to paint a picture of youth circus, we cannot leave out the work of Reg Bolton, who was instrumental in developing the whole concept of community
circus.  In 1975, he started Circus in a Suitcase, and then in 1977, produced The Edinburgh Summer Circus School.  

“Over the three seasons of the school, the concept of Community Circus had started to develop, and both Craigmillar and Pilton, infamous Edinburgh housing estates, had their own Children's Circuses, later to combine for legendary tour of the Western Isles. In 1981, Suitcase Circus organised the first ever Community Circus Festival, in Manchester, featuring performances from 6 or 7 groups from various parts of England and Scotland.  The next few years saw similar events in Edinburgh, Palenville (USA), Rochester (England), and Brisbane (Australia). (History, Reg Bolton website) 
Since then, youth circus has grown together with the circus sector as a whole. Today, there are a number of circus organisations and artists working with children and young people, and the sweeping benefits of this work are becoming more and more recognized. 
“What is significant is that I have noticed that people now are listening to what circus is all about and what it has to offer, not just in academic circles but in artistic circles, education, social development, youth work, leisure services......the list seems to go on.” (Ward)
Youth Circus Mapping and Recommendations identified 264 existing youth circus providers. “This ranged from individual artists to established companies. Over 100 were hobby group jugglers and another 100 youth theatres with some interest in circus, leaving approximately 50 dedicated youth circus groups.” (Jancovich 2007)
Of these fifty groups, organisations that are regularly funded by ACE are currently:

· Circus Space, London
· Circomedia, Bristol

· Albert and Friends Instant Circus, London 
· Greentop Community Circus, Sheffield

· No Fit State, Wales

· Belfast Community Circus, Northern Ireland
In the last four years, circus activity as a whole has received just under £.5 million through ACE’s Grants for the arts. 
Resources, staff, and organisational structure
It appears that much of the activity within youth circus rests on the commitment and good-will of dedicated individuals and volunteers. Reports show that only 6% of youth circus activity is facilitated by a single full-time member of staff. (Jancovich 2007)
Conversely, the UK now has a growing number of dedicated circus training schools and centres, and the effort and patience of many individuals championing community and youth circus has been key to bringing about these changes and growth in the UK.  The National Association of Youth Circus (NAYC) was founded in the early nineties after identifying the need for some sort of infrastructure for youth circus, and launched the first ever National Youth Circus conference. Other organisations, such as Circus Space, Circus Arts Forum, Skylight Youth Circus, Circus Maniacs, and  Albert & Friends Instant Circus, are major players in the campaign for change and youth circus development. 
Youth circus is very often attached to other circus activity. Organisations and individuals involved in youth circus are often practitioners and performers themselves, and youth circus is usually to be found within the context of professional development, professional productions, adult classes and corporate work. This other work can be a major contributor to youth circus development. When placed within an environment of change, growth and exciting new activity and work, youth circus is more likely to thrive.  
It is therefore crucial that we look at the circus sector in its entirety in order to get a true picture of youth circus.

Circus requires commitment, dedicated hard work, structure, and team-work, yet paradoxically, it is also unregulated and informal, with large numbers of groups working with no formal structure, and sustained income rare.  Historically a nomadic tradition reliant on seasonal work, a large portion of work is still carried out by casual, seasonal and freelance staff.  

It may be argued that the spontaneous, untamed quality of circus suggests that it will always be, and perhaps should remain, free from regulations and formal structure. However, in order to fully realise its potential, there is clearly a need for circus to improve its organisational infrastructure.
Why circus is good for young people
i) Taking Risks
The physical risk-taking inherent in circus makes it hugely appealing to young people. Instinctively wanting to jump, swing, fall, hang and balance, most young people go through their childhood being told not to do these things. “Kids actually need a vertigo moment. Little babies need to be thrown in the air and held upside down, and swung around. Everybody needs it. We've stopped it. It's stopped happening. They don't even do it at school. They take down the swings. They don't jump from trees. They're mollycoddled in this cotton-wool existence.” (Bolton 2001)

The need to take risks and test themselves and the world around them is an essential part of a child’s development. It is through taking risks that they learn how to be safe. Circus is a way for young people to take risks in a controlled, focused context. 

Aside from the more childlike and physical desire to be spun around or to fall through the air, young people also seek danger and adventure with behaviour that can lead to devastating results. “All these vertigo moments that you didn't have, you still need. So you hit adolescence; the hormones kick in, and you make up for lost time. You go for every risk you can. And that's why so many people are stealing cars, shooting up drugs and everything else.” (Bolton 2001)

 The reasons why young people feel the need to take risks is outlined by Jeanette Gonzalez in Adolescent perceptions of their risk-taking behavior:  “Adolescents purposely seek out risks to:
1) take control of their lives 
2) express opposition to adult authority and conventional society 
3) deal with anxiety, frustration, inadequacy, and failure 
4) gain admission to peer groups and demonstrate identification with a youth subculture 
5) confirm personal identity
6)  affirm maturity and mark a developmental transition into young adulthood.”
(Gonzalez, 1994)
Circus enables young people to satisfy their craving for risk and danger, and at the same time is able to address many of the needs of young people as outlined above.

· The decision to turn up to circus class, club, or workshop, or the decision to master a trick or skill requires the young person to take control of their life.

· Circus is unconventional in itself, and it enables young people are able to express themselves in a creative way.

· Circus teaches young people to excel, but also to deal with failure and frustration, transforming it into a positive feeling.  
· Circus can provide young people with membership to a welcoming community with a strong identity relevant to them.  
 

ii) Physical benefits 
As the human body is at the very heart of circus, the physical benefits for young people engaged in circus activity are rather obvious.  What is not so obvious, however, is just how thoroughly circus can improve the physical body and increase useful physical skills.  Engagement with the various disciplines can develop the following:
· Balance

· Coordination
· Flexibility

· Stamina

· Fitness and cardiovascular 

· Spatial awareness

· Weight distribution 

· Timing

· Strength

· Reflexes

· Lateral awareness

· Agility

· Body awareness
Interestingly, though a highly physical activity, circus is just as appealing to young people who do not excel in other physical activity such as sport. “Circus Learning continues the joyous experience the child has when starting to walk. It provides focused physical activity; it is a team sport that is non-competitive. Rather than defeating another, one advances one's skills as far as possible alone and with a group. Each achievement becomes a plateau for further achievement. When one can juggle three balls - try four. Four? Try five. The only competition is with the participants’ ability to transcend the limits of time and space. With Circus Learning, earthbound folk learn to fly and stop time. Objects can - when properly manipulated, defy gravity. Like dancers, circus performers demonstrate the ability of humans to extend the possibilities of the body. (Sugarman 2001)
Sport can be too aggressive and competitive for some young people, and although participating in sport involves working in a team, players will often feel isolated. The rivalry inherent in team sports can develop hostility, and it is common for young people to either be labelled, or label themselves, failures. 
These negative effects are something that we can all relate to from our childhood and school days, and have almost become a cliché.

Self-labelling can have a detrimental effect on a young person which can carry on throughout their whole lives. It can also result in that person thinking of themselves at “not good at” physical activity, and avoiding any other forms of healthy exercise in the future.

This is not to say that sport is a bad activity for young people. However, it is very often the only physical activity offered to young people, especially in schools, and should perhaps be balanced with other choices.

Circus does not exclude anyone, and any competitive aspect in circus is about challenging oneself instead of opposing others.  “You never say at the end of a Circus "You lost, the other team won." No. You won. You won every show. You won nearly every training.” (Bolton 2001)
Even total beginners can acquire immediate fun and personal rewards from circus activity. Although they are those that are naturally talented at certain disciplines, young people can see that in order to excel, they simply have to practise and work hard. Their peers will be in the same situation, which results in the strong spirit of camaraderie commonly characteristic in youth circus.
Childhood obesity, unhealthy eating habits, sedentary lifestyles, image-problems, anorexia, alcoholism and drug-taking are all physical problems associated with young people in our modern society. It is obviously hugely important to seriously look at ways to address and combat these problems. Youth circus can play a major role in this, and go a long way to making our young people healthier and happier.   

Circus involves lots of physical contact, and this is another area that can be hugely beneficial for young people. Learning to completely trust another human being, to lift, balance and climb on one another, is wholesome and natural, and somehow rare in the modern age, where at times we put so much emphasis and value on our “personal space” that we are in danger of isolating ourselves irrevocably.
When discussing the physical benefits of circus activity for young people, it is important to mention the responsibility of circus instructors to ensure that young people keep their bodies healthy and safe. Understanding how to warm-up and cool-down, how to practise safely within physical limitations and how to “spot” and properly support one another are a small example of the safeguards that are essential to good-quality youth circus provision. Ensuring that these systems are in place is an important step forward for youth circus development and will be covered later in “Codes of practise and national standards”.
iii) Psychological benefits
Young people face a bewildering time of enormous internal transformation when they reach adolescence, on top of the array of social pressures put on them on them from the outside world. Growing up is tough, and the things that are encountered along the way can play a major role in a young person’s development.
Loneliness, isolation, and withdrawal from the world are common characteristics of growing up. Circus is a useful tool for developing social skills because of the necessity for collective effort and cooperation. “It is this ‘placement’ of individuals within a communal activity like circus that makes self-exploration “safe” for adolescents. Circus, by its very nature is about co-operation and about community. Though many skills require individual application and self-discipline, you cannot make a Circus on your own” (McCutcheon, 2003)
For example, the joy and achievement of making a human pyramid is completely dependant on the cooperation of a team. No one person is less or more important than another. A simple activity like this can result in a remarkable improvement in young people’s perception of self-worth, and an increase in their feelings of unity and belonging. Clowning can help young people to explore the different facets of their personalities, and of course experience the achievement of making others laugh. This can be a healing process for many young people who have been bullied or laughed at in an unkind way.  

Although requiring hard work, concentration, and commitment, circus training is essentially about playing with toys. Circus can be described as throwing and catching objects, flying through the air on swings and monkeying about on ropes, trying to balance on things, and balancing things on yourself, dressing up, showing off and being silly. All of which are things that children and young people do instinctively. As play is a vital part of human development, perhaps it is worrying that these days children are pressured into entering the adult world at a younger and younger age, and here again circus can address this by providing a “real” way for young people to play.
The psychological benefits of youth circus are so profuse and varied that I am only able to cover a fraction of them. A full study of the benefits of youth circus would be a powerful tool for advocacy of the sector, as recommended in the recent Youth Circus Mapping and Recommendations.
Artistic Quality
Youth circus as a participatory, community and social tool is obviously not primarily about producing polished skills of a high standard. How many young people participating in circus activity will go on to be professional circus performers? This is not to say that they cannot, but as with many other activities and interests, circus is often simply something that young people love to take part in. Though equipping them with skills for later life, only a minority will look seriously to a career in circus. “We don't teach juggling. We teach people to be patient with themselves while they learn to juggle.” (O’Keefe, 2000)
Youth circus is chiefly concerned with the process rather then the outcome, as described by Jackie Davis in Why a Circus? – “To appreciate the benefits of a circus program, one must zoom out for a broader view and recognize that the end product, the show, is only one part of the picture. The educational experience of circus learning begins long before the opening whistle and is meant to have long-lasting effects in the child well after the crowds go home.” (Davis 2000) 
However, it is my belief that youth circus work can be of a very high quality if the intention is understood at a fundamental level and if circus tutors and directors keep in mind the reasons why they and the young people are there.
It is valuable to recognize that this is circus made by young people, which is very different from circus made by adults. This is illustrated in a speech made by Kevin O'Keefe, American Youth Circus Organisation’s president, during the International Youth Circus Festival and Congress, held in July of 2000 in Berlin, Germany – “When I watch routines done by kids no different from ones done by adults except that the technique isn't as good I get frustrated. I recently watched an American Youth circus unicycle act. It was a demonstration of skill rather than an integrated routine. At the end of the routine there was polite applause from the audience. One small boy, about 8 years old had trouble remounting his unicycle in order to get offstage. He tried a few times and was finally successful. His attempts and eventually success left him onstage alone. When he rode off he got genuine applause from the audience. He was mystified because he thought he'd held up the show and done something wrong. The audience was applauding the fact that the child did not give up; that he was mastering his frustration and trying again. He would have received no such recognition if he had performed adequately as the other children did.” (O’Keefe 2000) 
This is not to say that the audience are certain to be charmed by the fact the “they are only kids”. Youth circus performance should not be apologetic.  Young people bring imagination and originality to the creative process, and expressing their own unique ideas, voices and personalities should be the basis for youth circus performance, and will ensure its success.
The question of quality within youth circus rests firmly with the good work of the instructors, directors and tutors whose job it is to help realise the aspirations of young people. It is essential that youth circus leaders have the opportunity to “top up” on current art-form development, to have access to training and professional development, and are able to network and share with other providers, all this must be added to the growing list of things the sector need in order for youth circus to thrive.

Progression, accreditation and career routes

There is a lack of opportunities for highly-talented young people wanting to specialise and work towards a profession in the sector. 
Those who have reached a high level of skill can find it difficult to progress within a group who have not reached the same level, and can become frustrated and dissatisfied meeting only once a week, training for one or two hours. Youth Circus Mapping and Recommendations identified that 45% of youth circus activity is offered once a week, 28% is project-based, leaving only 27% meeting more than once per week. 50% of all these groups practise circus skills along with other art-forms, which leaves a very low number of dedicated circus provision offered more than once a week.

  Ideally those who are able should be offered a more intensive training programme, which could be anything from an extra 2 to 20 hours per week. Existing youth circus providers are under-resourced and unable to offer much to this group as it requires further staff, space, equipment, etc. There is a clear need to improve opportunities for these young people. This is an important part of building the profile and future of the sector, but one that presents us with a catch-22 situation because in order to do this, youth circus on the whole needs to be enriched with extra resources, information, networks, and funds. 
Many youth circus providers are using the new Arts Awards. These are an excellent way of focusing learning objectives for young people, and are particularly useful in that they are not skill-dependent, therefore very inclusive. However, for this reason they are not so helpful to young people who wish to develop a high level of skill. There are circus schools dotted around the country that offer circus-based qualifications such as BTECs and NVCQs, and The Circus Space in London offers a Foundation Degree and a BA (Hons) in Circus Arts.  
Although there is a general feeling that a “structured approach might deter many from participating” (Youth Circus Mapping and Recommendations 2007),  it would be an interesting exercise to formulate a structured programme for each circus discipline, including a grading system and certificates, not unlike those offered in gymnastics, dance, etc. This could encourage dialogue within the sector, and could help to consolidate ideas and new ways of working.
National standards, good practise and professional development for youth circus leaders
Youth circus has a long way to go in terms of training and professional development for instructors, tutors and workshop leaders. As these often very dedicated people are at the heart of youth circus provision, improving their skills and knowledge will be an invaluable step towards developing the whole sector. Leaders have a variety of backgrounds, and although they are often expert and highly-skilled in some areas, it appears there are nearly always gaps in their knowledge and skills. Ideally, circus leaders should have access to training in the following areas:
· Technical circus skills

· Health & Safety 
· Child Protection

· Teaching skills
· Working with vulnerable young people and young people “at risk” 

There is some training provision for circus leaders in the UK, and it is hoped these will provide a model for other groups to use, and will hopefully result in training being offered all over the country. Albert & Friends Instant Circus are in the process of devising a training programme for circus teachers which will be accredited by The Open College Network, and Circomedia have been running a teacher training programme for the last six years.
While increasing opportunities for training of this kind is a huge step forward, the method for structuring programmes could be a contentious issue within the sector.  The majority of youth circus leaders are, of have been, professional circus artists and performers. If access to training was widely available, could a youth worker with no circus skills complete a course and then go on to teach circus? Could this dilute the quality of youth circus, and diminish its “edge”? 
Youth circus is at present completely unregulated. There is no official mark of quality or National Standard to distinguish between well-run groups with a child protection policy, health & safety policy and insurance, from those who have none of these things in place. It may be argued that developing a system of quality-marking could discourage groups or emerging circus artists from working in this field, or exclude groups or individuals who are not able to go down this route.

However, although most youth circus providers are aware of their legal obligations, and committed to providing a safe environment for young people, there may be some which run in an unprofessional and unsafe way. When you consider that these groups may be teaching aerial skills, for example, this paints a disturbing picture, and could be highly damaging to the status and image of youth circus.

It is my belief that nowadays youth circus needs these structures in place in order for it to be taken seriously by the outside world.
The sector has identified the need to broadening the possibilities for networking, for sharing ideas, and for watching other groups work. Annual showcases, festivals, exchange programmes and celebratory events would encourage correlation and focus, and lay down the groundwork for development of the sector, and of the skills and knowledge of youth circus leaders and the young people themselves.
Conclusion
Right now seems to be a genuinely defining moment for youth circus which could place it firmly on the map. It is at present fairly embryonic and could be said to be hindered by the lack of academic work and infrastructure connected to it, as well as society’s ambiguous perception of what it actually is. 
However, it also appears to have an incredibly strong, enduring spirit. Those involved in youth circus are passionate and enthusiastic, and those who encounter it recognize that it is a very special thing which deserves our attention.  
The future of youth circus appears fairly hopeful and much good work is being done to maximise its potential. Generating a more widespread acknowledgement of its value through advocacy, education and example is vital, and all phases of its development rest on the continuing efforts of those who champion it.
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