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TX:  12.08.11 - Odeon Screenings

PRESENTER:  WINIFRED ROBINSON

Robinson
This week 3,000 children and adults with autism and their carers went to see this summer's children's blockbuster, it's called Mr Poppins Penguins.  Now some of the people who went had never been to see a film at the cinema before.  The special screenings were at 40 Odeons - Odeon wanted to see if there was enough demand to do this kind of thing regularly.  Catherine Carr went to Basingstoke to see what difference an autism friendly screening would make.

Carr
One for Mr Poppers Penguins please.

Brookes
It's going to be interesting to see how it works out for them.  I've not been to a special autistic showing before.  I'm hoping that they'll be able to watch the film and enjoy it.

I'm Rebecca Brookes, mum of six children, four of them have autism, I've got two of them with me today - Tommy who's 13 and Dan who's 10.  Sometimes we've had to take Tommy out and one of us had to go home with him or come out and sit in the foyer with him while the rest of them watch the film.  It can be quite challenging, not just for us but for other members of the audience too.

Tommy
I don't really like films that much but I thought this one might be a different one because it's a special autistic showing.

Carr
So what is it about films that normally you don't like?

Tommy
The lights and the noises.

Carr
Okay, so too light, too noisy?

Tommy
It's generally too dark and too noisy.

Dan
The sound's going to be a bit quieter and the light's going to be a bit brighter.

Brookes
He gets a little bit fidgety and he doesn't like the dark, he doesn't like the sound effects, so normally we don't all come together as a family because it's just too much.

Carr
Although autism friendly screenings have been happening at Picture House Cinemas across the country this is the first really nationwide experiment and it's been organised in partnership with the charity Dimensions.

Hopkins
Dimensions is a not for profit organisation, it supports people nationally with learning disabilities and autism to live the lives that they want.

My name is Lisa Hopkins, I'm the director of specialist development at Dimensions.  What was happening was we were finding that a lot of people that we support across the country were really struggling to access mainstream services, whether that be the supermarket or something as lovely as the cinema experience, people were trying to enjoy the same kind of activities that we enjoy but were really struggling to make the most of it.  Sometimes it resulted in distress or anxiety and sometimes it resulted in challenging behaviour.  So we approached Odeon to say could we do something to make a few small accommodations in the cinema environment that would make a massive difference to people's lives.  

Miller
We don't want to have to turn anyone away from the cinema, we want everyone to be able to come to the cinema at a time that suits them and see the films as they come out on the big screen.

Carr
In order to accommodate the autism friendly screenings Odeon has had to make a few modifications as general manager Caroline Miller explains.

Miller
Lights are up, sounds down slightly, we've invited people from all over to come - the carers or family - to see the film in an autistic friendly environment.

Hopkins
The other thing was just having an accepting environment where people can go and if they want to walk around and make a little bit of noise that's okay here and actually quite celebrated.  In the normal cinema experience you're shushed, you know, so we're - it's those things that are really, really important - just getting people together and saying it's okay, I'm here, I'm really happy, I'm celebrating my autism - I think is really fantastic and that's what today's about.  

Brookes
A lot of the time you can hear the tutting and sighing - why can't you control your children.  I can control my children but it's basically they have a different way of expressing themselves to what you would call normal and sometimes when Dan was younger he used to try and talk to the characters on the screen and that in fact was one of the times when I had a very nice experience where the lady behind me just put her hand on my shoulder and said - it's okay, my son's autistic too.  That's great, you understand, it's fine.

Carr
So what sort of numbers do you need?  You must have had a meeting with Odeon where they said look Dimensions, if we get five people it's a no go.

Hopkins
Yes we have had that kind of meeting and our fingers are tightly crossed.  They haven't given us a specific number but they said that over 70% occupancy to them is a massive success.  So we're hoping that we get that.  Some of the cinemas across the country are almost sold out which we're really pleased about.  We've heard from family members across the country, from people with autism themselves, saying thank you, I've been waiting for this to come to my city where I live.

Miller
We open on a Tuesday morning anyway for our senior screens, so that would be the ideal time to do it.  We run at this time during the school holidays and we almost have a full screen, so hopefully if we get the right - we get the feedback from people it might not just be a Tuesday morning, it might be something we're able to offer on a weekend morning when more families would be able to come.

Carr
As well as adjusting sound and the lighting Odeon allowed visitors to take in their own snacks.  Diet can play a big part in influencing the behaviour of people with autism.

Tommy
She's got us like snack and things.  We went out yesterday and bought them.

Carr
Do you know what's in there?

Tommy
I know some things.  We've got like carrots and bananas and biscuits and popcorn.

Brookes
There are some foods that just make him worse.

Carr
Like what?

Brookes
Additives, colourings, preservatives - especially in drinks.

Film music

My concern at the moment is to see whether the audience noise levels are going to disturb them because obviously there's going to be lots of children there all responding in different ways and let's see how they handle it because there's going to be a lot of autistic children, like them, who are going to react in different ways, it's unpredictable for all of them so we'll see how it works.

Film clip

Carr
Was there a particular bit that you liked best?

Tommy
Yes.

Carr
Which bit?

Tommy
One of the penguins flying, I can't remember which one it was.

Carr
When he had the kite strapped on to his back?

Tommy
Yeah, I thought he was going to fall down and break his head or something.

Brookes
It's actually nice to come out of the cinema relaxed, they're not panicking or fussing or wanting to get off and do everything and get out quickly, it's been very good.

Carr
And the modifications that Odeon made - the lights and the sound - did that all work for you?

Brookes
It worked very well.  If they could hear noises from other people they could turn round and see where it was coming from, there was no confusion, no adverts to sit through for them to get fidgety - brilliant, very good idea.

Carr
So Dan, Tommy and Rebecca enjoyed the showing, in fact it proved so popular at this cinema in Basingstoke that they had to turn people away.

Hopkins
Hopefully, as I've said to the people that we had to turn away, that means that we can run this again, do it more often and they can come back and have the opportunity another time.

Robinson
Lisa Hopkins from Dimensions ended that report by Catherine Carr.  And Dimensions are holding a meeting with Odeon soon to talk about more films at more cinemas in the near future.



