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Youth Theatre

Youth Theatre: Drama for Life defines the youth theatre process, by outlining its constituent parts and explaining how these activities work in order to support young people’s development. As well as describing what is done in youth theatre, it also explores why it’s done and how to ensure the best possible outcomes.

The book is in four parts:


	Part 1 explores the nature and purpose of youth theatre, drawing on Michael Richardson’s extensive personal experience as a practitioner and manager.

	Part 1 explains, in detail, the youth theatre process: warming up, playing games, voice work, developing skills, devising and the presentation of devised work.

	Part 1 discusses how to create an appropriate environment within which the youth theatre process can be most effectively applied.

	Part 1 covers the most common applications of the youth theatre process, namely using it in different education environments; and youth theatre productions and performance.


On top of this, two appendices give a list of over 60 games that are useful to use in youth theatre; and a list of recommended further reading that supports this book.

As well as giving key tips and advice from his own invaluable experience, Richardson offers comments from practitioners and participants on what makes a successful youth theatre experience.

Michael Richardson has worked in youth theatre for over 20 years, has been involved in the training of other practitioners, and in the strategic development of the youth theatre sector in the UK.
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Tell me, and I hear.
 
 Show me, and I remember.
 
 Let me do, and I understand.
 
 Confucius

Don’t believe anything just because I am saying it;
 
 Go out there and find out for yourself if it works.
 
 Buddha
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Foreword
 
I began my career as a director/teacher and workshop leader with Scottish YouthTheatre and throughout my career I have worked with many youth theatres. In so manyways, these times have been the most vital and fulfilling periods.
 
A youth theatre is an astounding entity! It brings together a diverse group of youngpeople, all of whom are individuals with their own issues, and hopes, and challengesand dreams. It offers them a forum to express themselves in the most creative ofways, and it empowers them to be flexible, confident, articulate and assertive teamplayers and citizens.
 
I first met Michael Richardson many years ago when he was Artistic Director of WestLothian Youth Theatre in Scotland. He struck me then as a confident and skilledpractitioner and it is a delight to me that he has now chosen to share his manyyears of practice in written form. His book is a wonderful combination of practicaland creative advice, firmly rooted in his research into youth theatre as a powerfuland non-formal learning process.
 
The wonderful thing that this book clearly illustrates for us is the virtuous circleof practice that we see embodied within the youth theatre context. Led by adults whohave been trained and worked professionally, the youth theatre sees the skills andexperience of these practitioners infused back into the experiential learning of theyoung participants, who in turn process it, respond to it and develop their ownpractice. Many of them ultimately return to that context as leaders themselves inlater years.
 
I’ve waited a long time for a book like this and I’m so pleased that itis Michael who has provided us with it.
 
Professor Maggie Kinloch FHEA
 
Deputy Principal, The RoyalConservatoire of Scotland
 
October 2014
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Introduction Why youth theatre?
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I started working in youth theatre by accident. I relocated to England, andwhile looking for work opportunities I discovered that there was fundingavailable to start a youth theatre in Shrewsbury. I had already been doingsome opera education work with young people so I decided to give it a try,and Shrewsbury Youth Theatre (SYT) was born as an annual summer school.After the second summer it became a year-round venture, and its youthmanagement committee was born. Further developments followed rapidly, andwith regular feedback from my participants as well as research andattendance at training events I developed my understanding of the youththeatre process as described in this book.
 
Whilst still at SYT, I became the Regional Coordinator in the West Midlandsfor the National Association of Youth Theatres, creating networking andtraining events for practitioners from across the region. Subsequently Ialso developed and became director of new youth theatre provision at theMidlands Arts Centre in Birmingham. From my early beginnings in opera I wasnow working full time in the youth theatre sector.
 
I later moved back to Scotland to be Artistic Director of West Lothian YouthTheatre (later Firefly Arts). In this post I not only implemented what I haddiscovered in the Midlands; I also started to train other practitioners tosuccessfully use the techniques outlined in this book. Eventually Fireflybecame a relatively large organisation, with up to fifteen staff andfull-time volunteers, and I developed a fully-fledged training programme. Atthis time I was also Chair of Promote YT (now Youth Theatre Arts Scotland),the national development agency for youth theatre in Scotland.
 
Clearly youth theatre drew me in and for almost ten years I worked full timein the sector. For experienced readers it will not be necessary to say that working with young people isboth challenging and rewarding in a way that other theatre practice is not;and knowing that you can use your educational and creative skills to make adifference in so many lives makes it an excellent career option. But why isyouth theatre so important?
 
In the modern world, adults and the establishment increasingly see youngpeople with suspicion. The cliché of the hoodie-wearing gang member whichgrew in the early years of the twenty-first century gave young people anidentity based on fear, mistrust and misunderstanding, and pigeon-holed thetypical young person within a narrow stereotype, a source of trouble ratherthan a store of potential. To give a pertinent example, a 2007 newsletterpublished by City of Edinburgh Council highlighted new developments in workwith young people: not additional participatory arts activities or extrayouth workers, not even new schools, but extra police officers in YouthAction Teams, helping to keep the streets clear of troublesome teenagers. Infact no extra support for young people at all, just reinforcement of anunhelpful prejudice.
 
In reality, life for most young people is far removed from this cliché, andis dominated instead by feelings of pressure and personal stress. I havenever myself been a strong advocate of indulgent structures that encourageteenagers to explore excessively their own feelings of angst, but even shortconversations with young people today clearly demonstrate that the externalpressures on them have increased in the years since I was at school, to thepoint that teenage anxiety is a very real issue. Indeed a major piece ofresearch by the Nuffield Foundation, the Changing Adolescence Programme,showed that in the thirty years covered by the study, the proportion of15/16-year-olds reporting that they frequently felt anxious or depressed haddoubled (Hagell, Ann, Changing Adolescence – Social Trends andMental Health, Bristol: Policy Press, 2012.)
 
A significant contributor to this increasingly stressful environment is theeducation system. Increasingly outcome-driven, it puts young people undergreat pressure to achieve academically, and to achieve for longer throughengagement in higher and further education. In addition the emphasis ontargets forces teachers to concentrate on examinations and other easilymeasurable outcomes, and there is little time left to offer the kind ofbroad education for life that produces the well-rounded and responsibleadults of the future.
 
A second major contributor is our increasingly consumerist society. Mostyoung people have a desire to fit in, to wear the clothes of their clique, to own the latest technology. Peerpressure here would be enough of a problem, but consumerism also createsfinancial pressure, and many in their mid-teens are giving up valuablesocial time to earn money from part-time employment, an activity that cancome to dominate evenings and weekends.
 
Parents are often unable to help with these pressures, as they do not formpart of the experience of their own lives. Furthermore, in an attempt to dothe right thing, they can allow their own hopes, aspirations, prejudices andfears to influence negatively the lives of their children. TheNuffield’s Changing Adolescence Programme noted an increase inself-reported stress between the 1980s and the 2000s among parents ofteenagers. Examples from my own experience include a girl who wasunwillingly and unhappily vegetarian to appease a vegetarian father; and aboy whose social life was controlled by his mother’s availability todrive him places, limiting his freedom because of her own perceptions(rightly or wrongly) of an increasingly unsafe society.
 
In many cases parents’ own life experiences can compound the problem.Parental unemployment, relative poverty and lack of aspiration have theirnegative effects on young people, as do different pressures created byover-working parents. Separated parents can create difficulties however muchthey might try not to, young people forced to juggle the demands of twodifferent families. For young people with parents who for whatever reasonare unable to offer suitable support, or who are themselves failed bysociety, or who are unable to engage with the modern education system, thefuture is not very bright.
 
In summary, young people today find themselves in an unenviable position. Associety changes they are forced to become increasingly reliant on adults– parents, teachers, employers; but at the same time they are unableto depend on adults and the structures put in place for them by the adultestablishment. To add insult to injury, that establishment has created, andthrough the media maintains, an unhelpful negative stereotype thatundermines young people at every turn. The life of a teenager, so new andfree in the second half of the twentieth century, becomes more and morerestricted and repressed with each passing year, young people increasinglylimited by the adults around them.
 
In response, modern teenagers continue to retreat into the spaces whereadults are less comfortable and have less experience. In my youth this meantpublic rebellion – sex and drugs and rock and roll – but today it means a retreat into theworlds of new technology. Solitary activities, a life lived on PlayStationand computer games are commonplace. While both positive and negative impactsof gaming have been recognised by researchers, one clearly identifiedconsequence is isolation: reduced time spent playing with friends, engagingwith hobbies or using the imagination. Even interactive online gamingdoesn’t give real social interaction; and communication by textmessage or social media provides only virtual contact with others, but noopportunity to develop real social skills.
 
The result, unavoidably, will be a cohort of young adults whose mainexperiences have been highly structured, but who have had insufficientexposure to a range of social opportunities to allow for their appropriatepersonal development. Their learning skills will be limited to the abilityto achieve a series of pre-defined outcomes, taught by rote. And theircreativity and collaborative skills, so prized by employers, will belimited.
 
This view of the modern teenager may seem an exaggeration, but it is based inreal experience. Each situation outlined above has been described to me atsome point by a young person with whom I have been working, and it iscertainly appropriate to argue that the environment in which young peoplelive is not designed to support them to develop into the responsible adultsof the future, but rather to contain their energy and enthusiasm so thatthey pose no threat to the adults of the present. This environment ischanging quickly and significantly (again demonstrated by theNuffield’s Changing Adolescence Programme): there are economic andsocial implications of this that have impacted negatively on the well-beingof young people, particularly on their mental health.
 
In two studies, Jean Twenge and her colleagues at San Diego University arguedthat these mental health problems are linked to two factors: young peoplehaving a decreased sense of personal control over their future; and youngpeople increasingly pursuing external goals, that is the approbation ofothers and material rewards, rather than intrinsic goals such as one’sown personal development (J. Twenge et al. (2010). Birthcohort increases in psychopathology among young Americans, 1938–2007:A cross-temporal meta-analysis of the Minnesota, Multiphasic PersonalityInventory. Clinical Psychology Review 30, 145–154;and J. Twenge et al. (2004). Its beyond my control: across-temporal meta-analysis of increasing externality in locus of control,1960–2002. Personality and Social Psychology Review,8, 308–319).
 
In his book Free toLearn, Peter Gray developed this argument further, proposing thatthe factors identified by Twenge are causally linked to a decline in theopportunities for children’s free play. He argued that play iscontrolled by the players and is directed towards the achievement ofintrinsic goals; it is an opportunity to learn how to control one’sown life. He further argued that the decline in free play is compounded byover-protective parenting and by children and young people spending anincreasing amount of time within the restrictive environments of formaleducation (where choices are driven by the needs of teachers and theinstitution). As a reaction to this he called for another way, for morefreedom to be given to young people to learn for themselves: something whichthey will do happily, and from which they will learn intrinsic values,develop more self-control and ultimately have better emotional health.
 
Of course Gray’s other way does already exist, and can be found withindifferent activities for young people, of which youth theatre is an example.In this book I will outline how youth theatre delivers creative freedom foryoung people and explore its specific function as a tool to support thedevelopment of personal, social, learning and creative skills by those whoparticipate in it. I will describe the youth theatre process, using apractical approach to support theatre workers, teachers, youth workers andothers who want to develop their abilities to deliver youth theatreactivities. I will explain the constituent parts of the youth theatreprocess as I have experienced them, and the contexts in which they can bebest applied. Former youth theatre participants, making contributions at thestart of each chapter, will give an insight into some of the benefits thataccrue from participation. And at the end, I will ask again the questionWhy youth theatre?, this time leaving it to colleaguesto justify, in their own words, that youth theatre truly is drama forlife.
 
 
Youth theatre, its nature andpurpose
 
 
 
What is youth theatre?
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Youth theatre gave me confidence, charisma, friends and the bestdays of my life so far. I learned skills both in teamwork and indrama. I have had experiences that I would never have hadwithout youth theatre, like travelling and being on stage. Youththeatre is not a school or a college or anything like this, itis a friendly environment whereby you can learn but also havefun.
 
William, former youth theatre participant
 
 
In March 2003, the National Association of Youth Theatres (NAYT), theflagship youth theatre development agency for England, published areport that it had commissioned from the Centre for Applied TheatreResearch (CATR) at the University of Manchester. The report,Playing a Part, was a study of the impact ofyouth theatre on the personal, social and political development ofyoung people, and defined youth theatre as follows:

‘Youth theatre’ is a broad term used to describea wide variety of organisations engaging young people intheatre related activities. Youth theatre takes placeoutside of formal education, is facilitated by adults (togreater and lesser degrees) and is based on the voluntaryparticipation of young people. Youth theatre haswide-ranging beneficial impacts upon young people,positively contributing to transitions from childhood toadulthood.

 
The report as a whole tends to define youth theatre in terms of aprocess that is significant in contributing to the development ofyoung people. Indeed NAYT still (in 2014) has a vision statementthat reflects the view that this is the primary function of youth theatre:

To empower and developyoung people through participation in excellent youththeatre.

 
Furthermore, Youth Theatre Arts Scotland, the youth theatredevelopment agency for Scotland, included the following descriptionof youth theatre within its aims and objectives at its incorporationin 2004:

By youth theatre we mean all not for profit organisations andindividuals engaging young people, who are participatingvoluntarily in drama activities in any setting outside offormal education.

We recognise youth theatre as a unique form of theatrepractice which:


	 engages children and young people as activeparticipants in the creative process; 

	 engages children and young people as activeparticipants in the creative process; 

	 encourages the development of the whole personthrough the use of theatre techniques; 


 
Of course this is in many respects a false premise on which to argue.The youth theatre process is central to what youth theatre is, andthe natural end point of using a drama-based process is the creationof theatrical material: in this sense the product is part of theprocess. A more valid question is whether the quality of the processcan be measured simply by measuring the quality of the theatricalproduct, or whether better evaluation procedures need to be createdwhich assess the success of the process in its own right. At itsheart, all youth theatre should be process-driven: but the creationof theatrical material may not lead to the creation and performanceof a production. If this is the case, then proper tools forevaluating the process are essential.
 
The CATR report Playing aPart recognised that the relative balance betweenprocess and product is different in different settings, andidentified four distinct models of youth theatre. Each demonstratesthe three key features of voluntary participation by young people indrama as non-formal education, with developmental outcomes forparticipants; but each has a different balance of process andproduct. The four models are:

Theatre/arts – the ‘reason for being’within this model is to provide access to professionalquality drama and theatre processes. Personal and socialdevelopment outcomes may be by-products of this work but thedriving force is to create theatre and performance.

Community – the ‘reason for being’ is toreflect and represent concerns of specific communities andpromote community development through theatre.

Youth arts – the ‘reason for being’ andoverriding aim is to support the personal, social andpolitical development of young people through theatre.

Applied theatre – the ‘reason for being’ isto address specific issues using theatre as a tool.

 
Historically, the theatre/arts model represented the original styleof youth theatre, and this may explain the emphasis on product inmeasuring success. Michael Croft, a professional actor teaching atAlleyne’s School in London is generally credited with creatingthe first youth theatre, running a summer school with students toproduce Shakespeare’s Henry V in 1956. Hisinitial success led him to continue, and by 1960 Croft’s groupwas receiving external funding. In 1961 it was given the title ofNational Youth Theatre, opening up membership to all young people inthe UK, including, for the first time, girls. At this time typicalprojects were summer schools tackling traditional theatre texts.
 
During the 1960s and ‘70s youth theatre provision spreadthroughout the UK, delivered either within the regional repertorytheatres or founded by local authorities. Devised material became amore important feature of the work, and the community theatre modelof youth theatre grew, allowing young people to influence thecontent of the work they produced. At the same time, youth theatresbased in youth service settings also developed – the youtharts model – and the ongoing process or product debatebegan.
 
Product has always dominated thisdebate. Historically, youth theatre has grown from the theatre artsmodel, and National Youth Theatre and Scottish Youth Theatre in theUK continue to offer provision based most publicly around creatingproductions. In addition the sector has been dominated at nationallevels by practitioners employed in the theatre sector rather thanpractitioners working as freelancers in youth service and communitysettings: these are the practitioners with the salaries and theorganisational backing who can more easily afford to be part of theBoards of national development agencies and to attend regional andnational forums and meetings. It is small wonder that productcontinues to been seen as more important than process, and that thesuccesses and failures of youth theatre are still measured by thequality of the artistic product.
 
The historical context does, however, help us to define further whatmodern youth theatre is, a process-driven activity which drawspartly but not exclusively on theatre. Again from the CATR reportPlaying a Part, the key factors which createeffective youth theatres are that they:

 
	 include all young people, regardless of ability orbackground; 
 
	 occur in informal settings – outside ofschool/home; 
 
	 are characterised by an informal, yet disciplined,process; 
 
	 involve young people in voluntary and purposefulactivity; 
 
	 provide opportunities to young people to develop informaland supportive relationships with adults and peers froma wide variety of backgrounds; 
 
	 project a welcoming, non-judgmental atmosphere; 
 
	 provide challenge and opportunities to take risks –bringing young people to an awareness of capabilitiesthey did not know they had; 
 
	 aim to provide insight into the discipline and skill oftheatre; 
 
	 provide opportunities for young people to take part inperformances; 
 
	 provide opportunities for young people to takeresponsibilities necessary to maintain theorganisation; 
 
	 involve a sense of urgency, enthusiasm and commitment towork hard; 
 
	 work to real deadlines; 
 
	 are committed to producing high quality theatre; 
 
	 are not managed for commercial gain; 
 
	 are sustained by the energy and enthusiasm of youngpeople. 
 
 
This is another useful list, andgives more of a feel for how a youth theatre works, more of a senseof what youth theatre is. But it still does not give concrete ideasabout what the youth theatre process is: the only specific,measurable outcome in this list is still theatrical performance.
 
So what is youth theatre? We have seen some useful definitions thatdemonstrate that it is a process-based activity: voluntaryparticipation by young people in drama as non-formal education, withdevelopmental outcomes for participants. The end point of theprocess may be the creation of a theatrical product, but this doesnot mean that youth theatre is merely a theatre company for youngpeople which operates in an inclusive environment and as aby-product makes young people more confident.
 
Good youth theatre aims to support the personal, social, educationaland creative development of young people. It uses drama activitiesin a focused and channelled way to achieve this aim, through theapplication of the youth theatre process. It is confident in its useof the constituent parts of the youth theatre process, and can usethem to evaluate the success of the youth theatre. It is a uniqueform of practice that draws on the techniques of youth work,non-formal education and theatre.
 
 
 
The youth theatreprocess
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I’d never been to anything like it; we did a warm up andplayed some strange games, and I don’t remember doinganything that I thought was ‘drama’. But it wasimmensely fun and those warm ups and games started to have animpact on me. I think I was quite introverted when I firstjoined the youth theatre, but the people and the activitiesreally helped me find my own voice and build myself-confidence.
 
James, former youth theatre participant
 
 
I have now referred several times to the youth theatre process, theconstituent parts of which can be listed as follows:

 
	 physical warm-up; 
 
	 voice work; 
 
	 games; 
 
	 skills work; 
 
	 short sketch devising; 
 
	 long piece devising; 
 
	 presentation of devised material. 
 
 
In Part II I will explore these features of the youth theatre processfurther: what they are, and why they work. Each will be described inmore detail in its own chapter.
 
At this stage, however, it is more important to consider how each ofthese diverse constituent parts can be successful components of theyouth theatre process; that is how can they effectively contributeto the personal, social, educational and creative development of thechildren and young people who take part in them. To do this we needto consider three different types of learning.
 

Formal learning 
 
Children and young people spend more time engaging with (or beingencouraged to engage with) formal learning than any other type ofeducation. It is the form of learning that is predominant in schoolsand colleges, and can be characterised as being teacher-driven andfocused on the direct achievement of specific learning outcomes.These learning outcomes are typically stated at the start of thelearning process so that all those involved in it know exactly whatthey are aiming for, and also how they might be able to use theirachievements at some point in the future. The outcomes are usuallyeasily measurable and evaluation of learners’ success againstthose outcomes is simple to undertake.
 
A simple but effective example of a formal learning experience is theteaching of times tables in primary school mathematics classes. Theintended learning outcome is easily stated as being the ability tocount, for example, in multiples of four. The outcomes are clearlyfour, eight, twelve, sixteen and so on. To achieve the learningobjective the teacher need only ask the pupils to repeat, ‘onefour is four, two fours are eight…’ until the answersare remembered. The acquisition of the new knowledge is easilytested in a short mental arithmetic test.
  

Informal learning 
 
Informal learning occurs at the opposite end of the spectrum oflearning experiences from formal learning, and can be thought of asaccidental learning. Nobody is responsible for guiding the learningexperience and there are no specific learning outcomes against whichto measure achievement. New knowledge or skills are acquired withoutany understanding of how they might be useful at any future point intime.
 
As an example, I once heard on a radio programme that, in anevolutionary sense, whales and some other sea mammals areeffectively part of the horse family, with the hippopotamusrepresenting a surviving link between the different species. I foundthis a fascinating piece of information, although of course at thetime I had no idea that as a piece of learning it would ever haveany relevance to my future life. Despite that, I have subsequentlyused it while speaking at conferences and in training events, andnow find myself using it as an example of informal learning in thisbook.
  

Non-formal learning 
 
Somewhere between formal and informal learning sits a thirdeducational process referred to as non-formal learning. It is thisstyle of learning which is fundamental to the delivery of the youththeatre process. Historically non-formal learning underpins thedevelopment of youth work practice as a support for youngpeople’s development alongside the more formal environment ofschool and college; accordingly I will for the remainder of thischapter refer to the leader of the non-formal learning process asthe youth worker.
 
Non-formal learning is characterised by being learner-led and taskorientated. The youth worker has learning outcomes in mind, butthese are not stated explicitly to the learners. Instead a task isset with specific rules that are often unrelated to the desiredlearning outcomes; but the task is chosen so that it can only befulfilled following the achievement of the desired learningoutcomes. The direction taken to complete the task is oftendetermined by the learners, but the youth worker is on hand todirect the learners should their decisions take them too far awayfrom the achievement of the learning outcomes.
 
An example is a simple counting game, which has been attributed tothe director Peter Brook; in his book There Are NoSecrets (1993), however, he claims no responsibilityfor having created it, much to the relief of youth theatrepractitioners who have been playing the game for decades. The gameconsists of a group of people counting. The numbers should come inthe correct order, each number spoken by only one person. Eachsubsequent number can be spoken by anybody in the group. Thereshould be no prior planning or communication; people shouldeffectively speak at random. If two people speak at the same time,then the group must start the game again. These are the rules of thegame, and the aim of the game is to count to as high a number aspossible, say up to twenty.
 
This game can be used to work towards several learning outcomes,because the achievement of a high number by a whole group countingin this fashion is only possible when members of the group havepatience, good listening skills, a high level of concentration, asense of cooperation and so on. So a youth worker who wants to workwith a group to develop these personal and social skills can usethis game to achieve these learning outcomes.
 
Note that in the non-formal learning environment, the learners aretold only of the rules of the task and its aim within those rules.No mention need be made ofthe learning outcomes. Learners will feel a sense of success fromfulfilling the aim of the task; and because the task cannot becompleted without the simultaneous achievement of the learningoutcomes, the two go hand in hand. Repetition of the task allows thelearning outcomes to be embedded in the learners’ subconsciousand then the acquired skills start to be used in otherenvironments.
 
It is widely held that at the end of a non-formal learning activity,there should be a period of reflection in which the skills developedare made conscious for and with the learners. I have always been intwo minds about this. On the one hand, I agree that after a specificdrama skills exercise there should be a moment of‘presentation’ before that skill is practiced (see thePreparation – Presentation – Practice model of workshopplanning, described in Chapter 12).
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