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A report on the project ‘Doctor Austin & Spark in Space’ for the Institute of Physics

Written by: Austin Low

Report Contents:

· Show outline & project aims

· Review of aims

· Summary of feedback & audience feedback

Additional Materials:

· Financial report

· Doctor Austin and Sparks in Space Fringe reviews and project feedback

· Doctor Austin and Sparks in Space script pack

· Doctor Austin and Sparks in Space science information

Introduction

This report aims to review the project ‘Doctor Austin & Sparks in Space’ with regard to the funding provided by the Institute of Physics in Scotland.

Project Aims

Our project aimed to achieve the following:

· Arrange and contact events to attend
· Attend 20 events with an audience of 3,000

· Visit hard-to-reach / new audiences
About the show

Our project aimed to perform our comical puppet live science education show called Doctor Austin & Sparks in Space at venues across Scotland. We wanted to target those aged 2 – 12 and their families, in particular those who do not normally get involved with science communication events. At the conclusion of the tour we then wished to make all of the resources we created for the show available as open-access materials for all science communicators.   
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In the story, puppy Professor Sparks, the all-knowing dog, and his puckish pop scientist sidekick Doctor Austin have built a spaceship capable of travelling close to the speed of light. Named the Ice Cream (because it’s so cool,) it carries Sparks on an adventure across the Solar System. Told through an interactive, comical puppet show the story helps audiences learn about the Solar System, spaceships, the speed of light, negative energy, gravity, friction, robots, asteroids and black holes.

We began developing the show to be 45 minutes long as this was the standard slot at the Fringe Festival. However during development we learned that a shorter 30 minute show worked more effectively with our audience so we divided it into two separate 30 minute versions.

#1 Lunar Landing: Sparks goes to the Moon to cheer up Mr. Flag who was left behind by American astronauts in 1969 AND #2 Rover & Out: Sparks travels to Mars to rescue Rover the Robot who has become stuck in Martian sand. The 45 minute show included both storylines.

Alongside the main show itself were supporting materials: a mission patch sticker that incorporated imagery to reinforce what was learned during the show and a show programme that took the form of Sparks’ Mission Log. This gave more details on the story and provided science facts in the form of extracts from Doctor Austin’s Encyclopaedia Galactica. The programme also encouraged people to visit the website to take part in our online offerings.  

We used our websites (www.doctoraustinandsparks.com & www.timetastical.com) to support the project. For our audience we created information sections like Professor Sparks’ Guide to the Solar System and Doctor Austin’s Encyclopaedia Galactica. We also developed an online Super Space Cadet Quiz that had questions based around the learning in the show. For the science communication community we have introduced a section entitled Science Materials. Those interested in science communication can gain access to the show script, science information and risk assessments. This allows us our project to leave a legacy and help support & encourage future public engagement projects.  

We hoped the show would be seen by a minimum of 3,000 people. The intention was to tour the show around Scotland from September to December. In our initial application we originally aimed this project at the ages 2 – 12 and their families. However during development we found that the medium we were using, puppetry, was more effective when targeted at the 4 – 8 age group. Whilst children on either side of this bracket saw and engaged well with the show it was primarily this range that got the most from the show. 
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We also tried to target underserved audiences in hard-to-reach areas. We planned to achieve this through attending 20 events, performing an average of 5 shows with average audiences of 30.
The show began its development at the Edinburgh Festival August 2010, in a phase funded through a grant from the Scottish Government. The IOP grant gave us the opportunity to refine and improve on our delivery, then to share that with a wider, hard-to-reach audience than you find in Edinburgh during the festival.  

On the first aim:

· Arrange and contact events to attend
We originally contacted over 40 possible venues to offer them the opportunity to host the show. Particularly we wanted venues that fell within the underserved and hard-to-reach categories. We also wanted to ensure the audience could gain access to the show free of charge. 

This was reflected in the science centres & museums we visited. Satrosphere in Aberdeen is a very small centre lacking the resources and budget of its Glasgow counterpart. Kelvingrove Museum & Art Gallery is Scotland’s most popular free entry attraction and this gave us access to audiences who perhaps cannot afford a pay-in event. 

The primary schools we visited in Glasgow, Blackfriars and Haghill Park, are both located in areas of high deprivation. We also managed to build on a previous relationship with the Glasgow Central Mosque and visit a new Muslim community group in Bearsden. A visit was also made out to Mallaig where we performed the show for primary school and public audiences. 

On our second aim:

· Attend 20 events with an audience of 3,000
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Overall we attended 10 events, performing 32 shows for 1,607 people. This is lower than our original aim and occurred for two reasons. Firstly we did not receive the full amount of funding we planned on and so had to adjust our aims accordingly. Secondly poor weather during December led to the cancellation of several shows. All efforts were made to reschedule but financial constraints on travel meant it simply was not possible. We did receive an extension to the project to pick up extra events during February and March. Had our original plans gone ahead the final figure would have been closer to 2,000. Overall we are happy with what we achieved and that we delivered something of high quality for less than £1 per person.   

Our final aim:

·  Visit hard-to-reach / new audiences
As described during aim one we succeeded in visiting several hard-to-reach and new audiences. For the first time we delivered an event in Aberdeen, accessible to those in Aberdeen city and the surrounding areas. We made a return to the quiet fishing village of Mallaig to meet new audiences. We also expanded on our relationship with the Muslim community in Glasgow during a visit to the Bearsden Muslim Community Centre. Several areas of economic deprivation were visited when we attended some the Glasgow primary schools. 

[image: image6.jpg]


The main difficulty in getting hold of those hard-to-reach audiences is as always financial. These groups struggle to pay for basic running costs and rarely have anything to spare to contribute toward bringing an event like this to them. These groups are always the most grateful to have been given the opportunity by funding schemes like this.  

Show locations & audience figures:

Science Centres & Museums 

Satrosphere, Aberdeen: 131 (5)

Our Dynamic Earth, Edinburgh: 116 (6) 

Kelvingrove Art Gallery & Museum, Glasgow: 305 (6)

Primary Schools

Haghill Park Primary: 110 EST Awaiting Feedback Form (2)
Shawlands Primary: 212 (4)

Blackfriars Primary: 106 (3)
Science Festivals

University of Glasgow Science Festival: 160 (3)

Newcastle Science Festival: 230 (5)*

*Obviously this event falls out of Scotland, however our visit was fully funded by the Newcastle Science Festival and because the show was created thanks in part to the IOP in Scotland we thought we would include it here. 

Other public events

Bearsden Muslim Association Community Centre: 85 (1)

Mallaig & Morar Community Centre: 152 (3)
AUDIENCE TOTAL: 1607 
EVENT TOTAL: 10

SHOW TOTAL: 32
Sample show feedback:

Feedback from website:

“It was good and funny!  I really enjoyed it.” – Thomas Lacey
“It was good and it was fun when we threw things at the Black Hole.  I liked speaking to Austin after the show when I asked him a question about the moon.” – Aiden Lacey
“I really liked the show, my favourite bits were when Sparks said 'bye smelly pants' and throwing asteroids at the Black Hole.” -  Mackenzie (Age 4)
“Really enjoyed the show - great to be able to participate as adult and child.” – Aiden Lamza
“I liked everything about the show, my best bit was Do DOOOG DOOOOG ! I have been saying it all day. (Yes, thanks for that - Morris' dad)” – Morris
Feedback from events:

What did you and/or your groups feel was the best part of the show?

“All good! Liked the interaction & audience involvement.”

“The jokes were funny.”

“Throwing the asteroids and loved saying ‘dog’. Mr. Flag. Music, dog and the rocket. Big Black Hole.”

 “The end! =)” (Applies to Sparks Black Hole scene)
“Children liked the whole show.”

“We liked everything.”

Did you and/or your group find the science explanations easy to understand?

“The children could explain what they learned.”

“Yes, very clear.”

Additional Comments:

“The class were pleased that a dog went into space.”

“Had a great time going into space.” 

“Teachers & pupils were impressed by the standard of performance.” 
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