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The 7 Quality Principles: WHAT ARE THEY? 
 
“Quality comes from the whole package – artist, organization, staff and young people… In 
a project we aren’t just thinking about the impact we want the project to have on the young 
participants, but also on the artist, the deliverer, and the organization too.” YORKSHIRE 
SCULPTURE PARK 

 
The 7 Quality Principles are a set of principles that describe quality and excellence of work for, by, and 
with children and young people. They were co-created with the sector by Arts Council England. They aren’t 
a list of ‘things to do’ or a box ticking exercise: the QPs are not a set of criteria for measuring performance. 
They are a set of flexible principles that enable us to consider deeply the work that we do from a variety 
of different angles. 

For some years, IVE have been running peer-led reflection sessions based on the Quality Principles. They 
have a simple structure: one facilitator with eight people in a room, all attending four 3-hour sessions 
spaced over a period of around five months. The course participants work for arts and cultural 
organisations, and are most often (but not always) the people who lead on participation or engagement. 
The sessions allow the participants to use the 7 Quality Principles (QPs) to reflect on the work they do, 
how they can measure the impact of their work, and how best they can ensure a quality of experience 
into the work that they do. Each participant who has attended the session has used the QPs in their own 
way, to suit their own organisation’s needs. 

The 7 Quality Principles: HOW CAN THEY BE USED? 

The Quality Principles (QPs) are tools that can be used in many different ways. We have observed 
participants choosing to use the QPs for four main purposes, in the IVE sessions: 
 

1. Developing evaluation methods, tools and/or frameworks.   
2. Reviewing an existing project, programme or area of work, providing a common framework for 

planning and development, providing a frame of reference to audit existing provision. 
3. For planning new work. Generally, after understanding the QPs, participants find a way to embed 

them, which in turn requires them to constantly reflect on the QPs. 
4. For engaging in self-reflection, staff development and peer learning. This has been most useful in 

cross-sector work, collaborative partnerships and for networks. The QPs can be used as a way of 
labelling agreed shared values within a partnership project. 
 
 

Participants might use all 7 of the Principles to consider the whole of an education programme, or build 
them all into our business plan, but it is unusual for one project or strand of work to focus on more than 
two or three of the QPs at a time. Here we have chosen a series of examples drawn from the IVE sessions 
that show the breadth and range of uses of the Quality Principles. 
 
A number of organisations have sent more than one member of their staff to attend the IVE QP sessions 
at the same time. This has allowed them to consider how their whole education or creative programme 
fits together in relation to the Quality Principles; how and where the different elements of their offer build 
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on each other and what progression looks like between elements of the programme. Often they discover 
that while their whole education programme relates to all 7 of the QPs, each individual project or element 
of the programme often only relates to one or two of the QPs.  
 
Participants who chose to focus on all 7 Principles: 
 
 
EXAMPLE 1: THEATRE DELI, SHEFFIELD 
Sarah Sharp, Theatre Deli’s Producer and Programmer, hadn’t specifically been involved in creating work 
for or working with children and young people before attending the sessions. She chose to use the QPs as 
“a framework of thinking” that she could implement and introduce to her staff team. “For example, how 
can I actively involve children and young people? That could be putting on a show but making sure there 
is a workshop that goes alongside it, and then even expanding that to constantly question it – I did a 
workshop, I did a show, but how can I make sure it’s more authentic? Or how can I make sure they develop 
more belonging and ownership? So, you constantly question those things and to give yourself more time 
to evaluate from the very beginning rather than at the very end. It's a great way of measuring success.” 
 
EXAMPLE 2: OPEN MINDS THEATRE COMPANY, ROTHERHAM 
Strategic Director of ‘Open Minds’, Craig Roberts, used the Quality Principles to re-evaluate the work of 
the company and to embed the QPs throughout the business action planning/auditing document that he 
developed. Craig turned the QPs into a tool to audit where ‘Open Minds’ is as an organisation and then 
asked ‘how we begin to effect change?’ He developed each QP into a spectrum, and then considered 
‘where do we lie within the spectrum? How can we ensure we are at the cutting edge of the work that we 
do?’ This was in turn put into an action plan for the company to last the next 3 years. 
 
Craig is now also Education Director at Rotherham Underground - Rotherham's only producing theatre, 
and the matrix he developed is about to be revisited and will help shape both organisations’ action 
planning. “One key outcome was an overhaul of both the Shakespeare Festival and Youth Theatre, 
particularly around issues of authenticity and ownership that have had a direct impact on the quality of 
our outcomes.”  
 
 
EXAMPLE 3: OUR BIG PICTURE, GRIMSBY 
Our Big Picture is a visual arts organisation working in unusual places and public spaces. At the time of 
attending the sessions, Paula Denton the Managing and Creative Director, was in the process of forming 
Our Big Picture, a social enterprise company delivering creative arts and heritage activities, events and 
workshops. The sessions “really assisted in shaping up our final business plan and our mission statement 
and to build a solid framework that we can use it to test new ideas and development of the 
organisation.” This then informed artistic activity and delivery, reflected with ACE and other funding 
bids. 
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Participants who chose to focus on: 
Quality Principle 1: Striving for excellence and innovation  
Q. How do we become excellent? How much time do you spend planning, reflecting, discussing, exploring 
and challenging your work with children and young people? 
 
EXAMPLE 4: YORK THEATRE ROYAL 
Kate Veysey used the IVE sessions to focus on the work of York Theatre Royal’s Youth Theatre; 
interrogating what ‘excellence’ means to their organization, and how best the work could be BY, WITH 
and FOR the young people they work with. She used the space she found in the sessions to put in plans 
to transform both her department and the effectiveness of delivery of Arts Award across the organisation.  
Kate had this to say: 
 
“I am the Youth Theatre Director at York Theatre Royal. I manage a youth theatre of 14 groups, over 300 
young people aged 5-19, and a team of youth theatre practitioners, assistants, mentors and volunteers. I 
am responsible for the artistic programme of the youth theatre including site specific projects, studio and 
main house productions, and various projects such as the Big Yorkshire Youth Theatre Festival. I oversee 
our Arts Award programme, which started here nearly 9 years ago when I took the post.  
  
As an organisation, we strive for excellence to ensure a quality experience for every young person with 
whom we work. We invest in them, work alongside them to deliver projects, are inspired by them and 
create productions to challenge them.  
  
The transformation has been proven by the fact that we now have advisers working with groups 
independently, asking to integrate Arts Award into projects where they feel it will add benefit and depth 
of experience. We have had 330 young people pass on five levels in the last 3 years and are now aiming 
for 400 over 4 years. The action that started the transformation was my participation on the QP course, 
and having Sophie’s guidance and interrogation ( in a good way) about the current practice and the 
changes I wanted, which supported a new way about thinking about how it could be better. Then I took 
this back to the organisation and within a few months, we had more advisers trained up and a more 
supported programme.” 
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Participants who chose to focus on: 
Quality Principle 2: Being authentic  
Q. What does being authentic mean to you? How can the experiences that children and young people 
have with your organisation be more authentic? 

‘The whole concept of authenticity is an interesting one and sets the work that we do apart 
from classroom and curriculum based teaching.” HEADS TOGETHER, LEEDS 

This Quality Principle can be interpreted in different ways, either focusing on the authenticity of an 
artefact, the artistic process and/or the nature of a company’s engagement with children and young 
people. This is the QP that allows us to really consider what it is that we do that is our USP: what sets us 
apart from other organisations, and whether we really offer that authenticity as part of our education 
offer.  

EXAMPLE 5: FORCED ENTERTAINMENT 
Forced Entertainment are a group of six artists based in Sheffield, who describe their work as ‘a 30 year 
collaboration reinventing theatre to speak about the times we are living in’. In 2017, the company 
appointed Hester Chillingworth as Creative Producer to focus on participation and engagement.  Hester 
used the QP sessions to focus on the planning and creation of Art Breakers, a new participatory group for 
young people, viewing the Quality Principles as “7 possible ways of talking about the work, which can help 
articulate our offer and what we are doing.” The question of authenticity was key – how Hester could 
produce something for young people that was authentically drawn from the collaborative practice of the 
6 people who make up Forced Entertainment, but without Hester being a member of the original creative 
team. Questions were asked about how to communicate this unique type of work, what long term 
engagement might look like, how Hester imagined the young people’s voices being included, and what 
success would look like for all.  
 
EXAMPLE 6: YORKSHIRE SCULPTURE PARK  
The Education team from Yorkshire Sculpture Park (YSP) felt that Being Authentic was particularly 
relevant to the YSP in terms of working with artists and how they develop ‘artist-led’ sessions which 
stem from an authentic artistic practice rather than using artists as ‘tour leaders’. They also made 
practical changes to the quality of the learning and play materials offered to families in galleries as a 
result of considering the details of what an ‘authentic’ YSP offer to families might look like. 
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Participants who chose to focus on: 
Quality Principle 3: Being exciting, inspiring and engaging  
Q. What makes the work you do exciting and inspiring for young people? How do you know your work is 
exciting and inspiring for young people? 
 
EXAMPLE 7: LAWRENCE BATLEY THEATRE  
Rose Condo was Head of Community Engagement (2012-2017), Lawrence Batley Theatre. Rose used the 
Quality Principles to focus on improvements to Lawrence Batley Theatre’s current young company 
programme. “The language of the QPs has been a great catalyst for thinking about our young company 
programming, which had felt strong but stagnant. And particularly focusing on numbers 1 & 3, having an 
clear vision and being exciting, has just led to some really important self reflection about how we are 
communicating our offer to young people, community, parents, schools. And how we are measuring 
what we’re doing. And recognizing that we are doing both of those things, but this has given me a new 
lens through which to see them. And one practical thing that has happened has been celebrating the 
tools that we have, and working with them in a way that’s more effective. Website, CRM system, 
newsletter – how best can we use the existing systems we have, how can we be exciting and engaging 
and share our vision through what we have – we’ve no time to reinvent the wheel!” 
 
EXAMPLE 8: YORKSHIRE ARTSPACE 
Rachael Dodd, Programme Manager at Yorkshire Artspace in Sheffield, chose to focus on the single 
event for families that Yorkshire Artspace put on annually, their Open Studios event, and to look at how 
best to focus on making the event enjoyable (QP 3) and also have a clear focus on progression (QP 6). By 
using the QPs to focus on a known event, she was able to review the purpose of the event, and to refine 
the evaluation procedures: “What this has made me realise is that it is about all of the staff team. It’s 
about keeping the annual planning fresh, not just reverting to stuff because that's what we have done 
before. But you do need to see the successes to keep you going at doing something that can start to feel 
quite repetitive. Making the participatory feedback visible to all the people who have taken part as well 
as the staff. I realised I need to share more the thinking behind the event, and I asked them in the staff 
meeting what they would like to see and what would success look like for them.” 
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Participants who chose to focus on: 
Quality Principle 4: Ensuring a positive and inclusive experience  

Q. How do you assess and respond to individual need and diversity within your groups? How can you 
encourage all children and young people to contribute? 

EXAMPLE 9: NORTHERN BALLET 
Philippa Ranger, Dance Education Officer for Northern Ballet, chose to focus on a long-established dance 
and photography year-long project focused on working with families from a Children’s Hospice. As 
artistic lead on the project, which has many different inputs, Philippa found it really helpful to question 
whether the project was really fully inclusive for all participants, and also to consider how it would be 
possible to mark a baseline at the start of the project. 
 
EXAMPLE 10: CAST, DONCASTER 
 
Head of Participation at CAST, Sarah Clough, used the Quality Principles to inform a new participation 
programme, specifically to think about their new youth theatre offer. Sarah wanted to use the QPs as “a 
framework to explore what the youth theatre should be, how we were doing it, and a wider participation 
strategy.” She chose to focus on QP 4 and QP 7. “They were so useful in terms of setting up. They helped 
me make key decisions, e.g. budget, using access as question in socio-economic areas, bursaries and 
discount, taster session for low arts engagement or people who need financial help.” 
 
Participants who chose to focus on: 
Quality Principle 5: Actively involving children and young people  
Q. How are your programmes structured to encourage creative responses? How can young people can 
engage at different levels of participation?  

EXAMPLE 11: TELL TALE HEARTS 
Tell Tale Hearts is children's theatre company that specialises in making participatory theatre 
experiences for children and their families. Natasha Holmes, the company’s Artistic Director, took a 
sabbatical from running the company to pursue her own personal professional development in the art 
form of literature, in order to create Devising for Writing, the project she focused on during the QP 
sessions. Natasha focused on writing an application for the project that she was developing in schools 
that has subsequently been funded by Arts Council England.  
 
Devising for Writing was conceived as a unique project to apply the inclusive process Natasha has 
developed through 14 years of theatre making for children to the creation of a middle grade book. She 
worked with 63 pupils from St John's the Baptist Primary school, Penistone throughout the year. 
 
Natasha added: “It's fed into the whole way in which I've planned this project…. and the whole way in 
which the school's been approached, how the children will be involved and how the partnership has built 
up and certainly how it will be evaluated.” 
Much of Natasha’s practice is child-focused, but the sessions helped her realise that there were 
elements where she wasn’t taking young people’s opinions as seriously as she might: “And I learnt to 
measure that in a way that helps with advocacy. Questioning assumptions and helping advocacy. 
Ensuring the evaluation is embedded from the start, as a learning tool.” 
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“Usually when working with children as researchers my focus has been on their input into the project and 
I had never previously evaluated their engagement/learning other than through observation. So for this 
project, after the QP course with IVE, I wanted to embed the evaluation from the beginning. The children 
were requested to evaluate their thoughts/feelings about the project at three key points in the process: 
1) at the beginning; 2) mid-way and 3) at the project end. This was done using the blob tree evaluation 
sheet. The participants could choose one of the blob characters which they felt most encapsulated how 
they were feeling at that particular stage in the process. They were also asked to write either a word or 
sentence to accompany the chosen blob and label it one, two or three depending on the project stage. 
 
A sample of Participant comments from their blob evaluation sheets 
Year 5 - Fae: 
1)  A little help pleas. I don’t like this. 
2)  Feeling good but still need help. 
3)  Proud to say I helped wright a book 
Year 5 - Miles: 
1)  I am scared and unbalanced. 
2)  I am adventurous and happy 
3)  I am cross cause we don’t get to do it anymore. 
Year 3 Rydal: 
1)  I feel amazing! 
2)  I feel like I am friends with Rydal (from the story) 
3)  I feel proud. 
 
It was important to qualify the chosen blob with a word or sentence - some for example chose the 
grumpy blob at the end - not because they hadn't enjoyed the project but for the opposite reason - 
because it was now over.” 
 
 
Participants who chose to focus on: 
Quality Principle 6: Enabling personal progression 
Q. What opportunities for progression exist within the activities that you offer? How do you signpost 
young people to other opportunities within and outside of your own organisation? 
 
EXAMPLE 12: JUNCTION, GOOLE  
Nicola Dixon, Youth and Community Arts Co-ordinator, chose to use the sessions to focus on and 
consider two areas of Junction’s work where she wanted to ensure she was measuring young people’s 
personal progression: their annual Take Over Festival, and the youth theatre.  
 
Nicola chose to consider KPIs around schools and educational attainment, considering how families, 
head teachers and teachers engage.  “I realise we have the soft outcomes but are missing the 
educational impact and how we can see how children have developed. That in turn will help us market 
the project back into schools.” For the youth theatre, she considered: “how demonstrating quality 
doesn’t have to be in that moment – you can go back. The key question though is how do you do that 
without rose tinted glasses – remembering everything about the experience?” 
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Participants who chose to focus on: 
Quality Principle 7: Developing belonging and ownership 
Q. What might ‘ownership and belonging’ look like in your organisation? How do you ensure that young 
people’s voices are heard within your organisation? 

 
EXAMPLE 13: THEATRE COMPANY BLAH BLAH BLAH  
Theatre Company Blah Blah Blah take a quality theatre experience into secondary schools, offering an 
interactive performance to a small audience. As changes have taken place in the school system over the 
past few years, it has become harder to sell this particular TIE product to schools. Their project focused 
on using the QPs to consider the principle of "belonging and ownership" and looking for crossovers 
where teachers/ young people and company have shared ownership of the interactive performances 
and considering if there is still a place for their product within the school system. 
 
EXAMPLE 14: CALDERDALE MUSIC TRUST 
Kevin Rivett is CEO for the Calderdale Music Trust, which is the lead organisation in the Calderdale Music 
Education Hub. Kevin used the Quality Principles to consider how young people could really be involved 
in planning and evaluation. 
 
“The QPs have been extremely useful because they’ve given me, and our organization, a benchmark that 
we can operate with. It’s a tool which you can use in reflective practice as well as your evaluation, either 
project based or anything you’re actually doing, and that in turn leads to a more effective way of 
engaging young people. 
 
We focused on number 7, giving young people involvement in what’s happening on every level, and that 
means that it opens your ideas about being perceptive enough and listening enough and being aware 
enough to see where these young people are taking it, and therefore to increase the potential for them 
to be creative and for them to be inspired and to be passionate about music making.” 
 
“We led on a big sing here in Calderdale where 600 children performed at the Piece Hall. The children 
from KS2 composed and created their own songs centred around a historical memory about the Piece 
Hall. They came up with their own way of delivery, the genre of music and the way the song was 
performed. They offered their own views and interpretation and took ownership of this. The performance 
was on a rainy evening in Halifax and the children were superb even though drenched to the bone. The 
show went on. It was one of the most amazing performances I had ever witnessed: I played bass in the 
supporting bad and have never felt such energy from kids singing.” 
  
 
 
Sophie Hunter 
August 2018 


