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ABSTRACT 

 

THE FACULTY OF ARTS 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

DRAMATISING SOCIAL CARE 

by Claire Marie Hope MacNeill 

 

This research examines the contextual layers and concentric frames that define the worlds 

of looked after children within contemporary British care systems in the search for an 

empowering, creative practice. This investigation has used practice as research to 

examine the current cultures, power relations and corporate contexts that intermesh to 

construct the care system. The core group of this enquiry is looked after children but, as 

an expanding 12 year action research model, the investigation examines the concurrent 

trends between children in care, children living in poverty and incarcerated young people. 

The use of macro and micro practice examples enables the thesis to examine the life 

cycles, trappings and pitfalls for contemporary poor law children as well as 

demonstrating how creative practice can impact on interventionist approaches to research 

and development, before young people end up in care. The potential for applied theatre as 

a tool for empowerment is interrogated through an exploration of what empowerment 

means in terms of radical freedom as well as the necessity of changes to existing 

structures and dominant assumptions. This research examines the different shapes, forms 

and possibilities for this practice from processes of inner discovery to narrative therapies, 

to collective encounters, to performances to relevant audiences. This research constructs 

a clear proposal for the efficacy of applied theatre/arts within these arenas and offers a 

colourful and innovative contribution to this field of knowledge through a range of rich 

and varied practice experiences and ethnographical sources. 
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Definitions and Abbreviations 

 

 

Name Changes 

 

I have changed all names of the young people, staff members, childrenôs homes and the 

estates within the thesis. This is to ensure confidentiality. Where names appear and are 

then linked to DVD clip I have *s beside them to warn the reader that the names they are 

about to see within the footage will not match up with the name within the text.  

 

Restricted Access  

 

The DVDs which accompany this thesis and some of the appendices will have restricted 

access placed upon them so that the identities of those within them are protected.  

 

The DVDs 

 

The DVDs are designed to act as an aid to bring to life examples of practice. Each DVD 

contains a selection of short clips that accompany each chapter. Chapter 3 does not have a 

DVD to go with it.  

 

DVDs 1,2,4,5,6 ,7 & 8 correspond with the same chapter number; for example: DVD 2 

contains clips for Chapter 2, and so on. There are spaces created between each clip so that 

the DVD can be paused whilst the reader reads on. The longest clip is approximately 3 

minutes in length.  
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Chapter 1 

The Central Research Problem and Methods of Research 

 

 

This thesis is the result of a 12 year action research model to examine the potential for 

applied theatre/arts based practice as a tool of empowerment with Looked after Children 

(LAC). It has been structured to first introduce how the hypothesis emerged through 

practice based research with young people; to then unpack the complexities of looked 

after childrenôs disempowerment and the potentials for applied theatre practice to act as a 

tool for their liberation.  

 

From within Main-place residential childrenôs home, where the impetus for this research 

was born, the young people created work about how they were seen, both within the 

system and by the wider community. They showed us how it had felt to be let down by 

the decision-makers whom they had never met. They demonstrated the cultures of 

bullying inherent throughout the setting and the rules and regulations that defined their 

worlds. This research has worked tirelessly to better understand the óconcentric 

boundaries and contextual framesô of practice cultures, social theory and political 

agendas that surround the LAC and shape their realities.
1
 Different sites of practice have 

enriched my research in different ways.  

 

The central focus of my work has been to develop a child-centred praxis that is culturally 

and contextually relevant and empowering to LAC and frames them in meaningful 

positions of influence. By creating opportunities for young people to name their own 

worlds and tell their own truths in ways which empower them and educate others, the 

practice has aimed to counter oppressive cultures within social care contexts.
2
 My 

approach to the work has been concerned with finding ways to redirect the agenda around 

                                                 
1
 OôToole, J. The Process of Drama, Negotiating Art and Meaning. London and New York: Routledge, 

1992. p.30 
2
 These terms are derived from the work of Freire, P. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Bergman, M. (trans.) 

London: Penguin Books, 1996; Foucault, M. Society Must be Defended, Lectures at the College De France, 

1975-76. David, M. (trans.) London: Penguin Books, 2004.  
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the specific needs and ideas of participants; thus creating a counter to conventional 

hierarchies of power,  stifling contexts, closed questions and negative assumptions about 

young people. The thesis will examine how specific techniques evolved within the 

childrenôs homes settings before being further adapted and developed through 

commissioned and employed roles in related areas.  

 

Working with young people on inner city estates and young people detained in Secure 

Training Centres (STCs) was pivotal in fully grasping the cycle of the children of the 

poor and the inter-relations between groups of impoverished and incarcerated young 

people.
3
 I realised that children in need quickly become children institutionalised via care 

and/or detention orders. Therefore, although children in care exist as my core group, my 

work on estates and in youth justice settings has been congruent in obtaining a fuller 

picture of the lives and journeys institutionalised and marginalised children are subjected 

to. As Tim Prentki helps to explain:  

 

the categories that have emerged [therefore] are not necessarily separate areas of work 

with their own discrete methodologies but rather an interlocking set of practices based 

upon some common principles which canéoperate across the contexts in which these 

processes are applied; a process which is grounded in person-centred learning..
4
  

 

Research Methods  

 

This investigation has used an action research model to gather data, make decisions about 

the direction and foci of the research, develop collaborative techniques with participants, 

and explore current cultures and trends within child welfare arenas. The twelve years of 

practical research within these contexts has used grounded theory and hermeneutic cycles 

to make sense of all that took place and to inform my decisions about what to look at/do 

                                                 
3
This idea is discussed by: Muncie, J. Youth & Crime, Third Edition. London and California: Sage 

Publications, 2009; Goldson, B. óChildren, Crime, Policy and Practice: Neither Welfare or Justiceô. 

Children & Society, vol. 11. (1997), pp.77-88; Hendrick, H. Child Welfare, Historical Dimensions, 

Contemporary Debate. Great Britain: The Policy Press, 2003. (among others) 
4
 Prentki, T. and Preston, S. óIntroductionô in Prentki, T. and Preston, S. (eds) The Applied Theatre Reader. 

London and New York: Routledge, 2009. pp.10-11 
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next.
5
 After each cycle of practical work I used reflexive practice to identify emerging 

patterns and trends and make sense of my experiences. Each piece of practice that 

contributes to this research, therefore, represents different stages of a wider action 

research model; As explained here: 

 

Action research starts with small groups of collaborators at the start [the Romany Gypsy 

and Main-place group], but widens the community of participating action researchers 

[other children in residential homes and front-line staff] so that it gradually includes more 

and more of those affected by the practices in question [young people on the estates and 

within prisons].
6
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1: The Research Process as a Whole   

 

The Romany Gypsy project inspired ideas about collaborative research and the counter 

narratives of misrepresented and misunderstood young people. The Main-place 

community motivated my research with looked after children and continued to influence 

and guide it, representing this ósmall group of collaboratorsô. As I moved into work with 

other young people and front line staff I continued to visit and work within Main-place 

and developed a strong relationship with the home as a community. They guided my on-

going explorations into the potential for this type of work with looked after children 

within formal care settings. The research was collaborative in that new uses and 

techniques were invented and developed with and by the participants throughout. My role 

                                                 
5
 As outlined in: Cohen, L., Manion, L and Morrison, K. Research Methods in Education, Fifth Edition. 

London and New York: Routledge, 2000. ch.13 
6
 Ibid. pp.229ï230 

 

Individual 

Projects  

The work as a 

whole project 
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was to introduce different creative media and demonstrate their different potential uses 

and the participants found ways of adapting these media as tools in relation to their 

specific needs and the contextual complexities surrounding that moment. As the research 

project evolved, patterns of difficulties and disempowerments emerged. Different young 

people and front-line staff revealed recurring issues in relation to the contexts they lived 

and worked within. As we continued to develop creative techniques, a counter-practice 

began to emerge as a response to these resonating difficulties.  

 

Ethnographic techniques to collect data and document the research journey were 

concurrent with the project. Photography and video footage were used to capture the 

development of each piece of work. I also videoed and photographed any performances 

or exhibitions linked to project work. Video footage of different workshops has helped to 

reflect on the work in action/situ. Semi-structured interviews with young people and front 

line workers have also been filmed to record these groupsô insights on the problems they 

experience and their thoughts on the significance of the practical work. Written feedback 

in the form of questionnaires and letters from participants has been used to help build up 

a picture of how different projects were perceived by those involved and the impacts of 

the work.  

 

As the researcher-practitioner I used óthick descriptionsô in the form of consistently 

written and sporadically filmed diary entries to reflect on my encounters.
7
 As an artist I 

also found it effective to use sketches and models to deconstruct my findings within the 

field. Often I was unable to communicate what I was seeing and the intricacies of the 

patterns that were emerging, immediately, in written form. Sculpture and sketches helped 

me to capture my readings of these evolving experiences as well as acting as a cathartic 

process. Through these personal creative and reflexive processes I was able to see, more 

clearly, the emerging connections and themes;
8
 As outlined here:  

 

Action research is open-minded about what counts as evidence (or data) ï it involves not 

only keeping records which describe what is happening as accurately as possibleé.but 

                                                 
7
 Geertz, C. The Interpretation of Cultures. New York: Basic Books, 1973. pp.3-30  

8
 See appendix 1 for an example of these sketches and sculptures 
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also collecting and analysing our own judgements, reactions and impressions about what 

is going on.
9
 

 

These varied forms of qualitative data form a rich source of core perspectives; my voice 

as the researcher-facilitator of the work, the young peopleôs perspectives on the worlds 

within which they live, the front-line workersô perspectives on the worlds in which they 

work, as well as evidence of the evolving techniques and approaches as an adaptive and 

context-specific methodology. This research is particularly interested in the significance 

of the counter narrative within social care systems and will use these voices as primary 

sources of evidence throughout this thesis via video footage and written extracts.  

 

Sites of Practice  

 

From my early undergraduate work in 1998/9 I have continued to examine the potential 

for this type of work as a tool of empowerment for looked after children in a range of 

different settings up until 2011. As a result, the research has taken on three different 

strands of core analysis: my pedagogical approach as the facilitator-practitioner, the 

complexities and problems of each context, and the potential efficacy, different forms, 

scales and uses for the work. These strands are intertwining and each influences the 

other.
10

 

 

Fig.2 details the range of sites I have worked within as well as locating where particular 

examples are drawn upon within the chapters of the thesis. My research has undoubtedly 

been influenced and informed by each of these experiences. The six examples which 

feature most significantly have been selected because they help to draw explicit links 

between practice and theory. The length and breadth of this research project has 

developed a reflexive way of working with misrepresented groups of young people as a  

specific pedagogy that can be applied in a range of related contexts. 

 

                                                 
9
 Cohen, Manion and Morrison. Research Methods. 2000. p.229  

10
 The complexities of the context, for example, encompasses the group, the setting and the commission 

including the specifics of how and why I came to work with this context. See DVD.1, clip 1 for an overview 

of practice. 
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Site of Practice  Time 

Frame  

Context for the Work  Participant 

Group  

My Role / 

title  

C
h

a
p

.  
Romany Gypsy 

Project / legal 

site: Marchwood 

1998  

4 months 

TfD project on the site. Final 

performance at John Stripe 

Theatre, on Campus  

Young people 

and adult 

community 

members  

Student 

facilitator 

2 

Main-place C.H 

Pilot Project: 

Hampshire 

1999 

4 months  

TfD project within the home. 

Final performance at John 

Stripe Theatre, on Campus  

Core group of 5 

young people 

Student 

facilitator 

2  

Main-place, 

Ongoing Project: 

Hampshire   

1999-2006 

7 years  

On-going practice as research 

within the home. Multi-media 

work 

Young people 

and staff 

members 

Facilitator / 

Voluntary 

practitioner 

5 

óMini-meô 

Consultation 

Event: 

Hampshire  

2002  

2 months  

Commissioned event to 

consult looked-after children 

on ópreventative measuresô 

around coming into care 

The Care Action 

Team, LAC and 

residential staff 

Employed 

Creative  

Consultant 

5 

Cross-stones C.H 

Long-term 

Project: Hants  

2002/03 

1 year  

 

Long-term project funded by: 

óYour Shoutô Awards. Multi -

media work within the home 

Young people 

and residential 

staff  

Facilitator / 

Voluntary 

practitioner 

5 

 

 

 

Fig. 2: Sites of Practice  

Looked-after-

childrenôs 

Website 

Consultation 

Tour: Hampshire 

2002 

2 months 

Commissioned by Hampshire 

County Council to consult 

LAC on the design of a 

website. Toured numberous 

C.Hs in Hampshire.  

LAC/ residential 

staff from 

different 

childrenôs homes.   

Employed 

Creative 

Consultant 

5 

Community 

Practices, 

University of 

Winchester: 

Hampshire  

2002-2003 

1 year  

Wrote and taught on a core 

module to prepare students for 

their community drama/film 

project work  

2
nd

 year BAD 

(Drama, Theatre  

and Television) 

students.  

Lecturer and 

Module 

Coordinator  

7 

Connexions 

South Central 

and the 

Childrenôs Fund: 

Hampshire   

2003-2004 

1 year 

Position created by Hampshire 

Childrenôs Fund to build on 

previous project work. 

Seconded to South Central 

Connexions as a óParticipation 

Development Officerô.  

A group of 

young people 

funded by 

Connexions; and 

other óHard to 

reachô groups 

Employed 

Participation 

development 

officer. 

7 
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Ealing Family 

Housing 

Association: 

West London 

2004-

2005 

2.5 years  

To engage young people and 

adults to create 

events and programmes that 

improve their community 

contexts 

Y.P and their 

communities 

across inner-city 

estates / Internal 

staffing teams 

Employed 

Community 

Developmen

t Officer  

 

6 

VOICE: Central 

London 

2006 

6 months  

 

Employed by VOICE as a 

Participation Development 

officer, with the role to 

develop óinternal and externalô 

participation across the 

organisation  

Young people 

connected to the 

organisation / 

Internal staff 

teams.  

(Full time) 

Employed 

Participation 

development 

officer 

7 

VOICE: 

Medway STC 

Kent  

2005-

2008 

2.5 years 

 

To visit and advocate for 

young people locked up within 

Medway Secure Training 

Centre (STC)   

óYoung 

offendersô within 

the STC / 

various staff 

teams   

Part-time 

Visiting 

Advocate   

4 

Dominion 

Housing 

Association: 

West London   

4 months óStars in Our Yardô: 

To consult young people about 

their worlds / talents. To 

create a booklet and exhibition 

to present back this material  

Young people 

across estates in 

inner and Greater 

London  

Freelance 

Creative 

Consultant / 

documentar

y maker 

6  

 Big Fish 

Summer Project, 

Peckham: South 

London   

2008  

4 months  

To run workshops as part a 

summer programme organised 

for young people óat riskô / 

referred by local schools  

Young people óat 

riskô from 

different areas 

and rivalling 

gangs  

Freelance 

drama and 

film 

practitioner 

8 

RiO the Real 

Ideas 

Organisation, 

Exeter   

2009  

1 year 

To work with a group of 

looked-after children in foster 

care to explore their messages 

through animation, working 

within different school settings  

4 teenage 

fostered young 

people, Foster 

parents, Teachers 

and head 

teachers   

Freelance 

Arts 

practitioner / 

Consultant  

 

Aimhigher, 

North Devon  

2009-

2010 

2 years, 

(present 

day)  

To commission and manage 

projects which óraise the 

aspirationsô of less-advantaged 

young people and promote 

opportunities for all.  

Community 

groups / young 

people and 

professionals 

across Devon 

Employed 

Aimhigher 

Project 

manager  

6 
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Each practical experience has enriched the research in different ways. The Cross-stones 

project, for example, was significant in developing a range of techniques from within a 

residential childrenôs home setting. As a long-term, developmental project this work 

revealed the different life-cycles within a childrenôs home and the different uses for 

applied theatre/arts based work as an in residence tool. The work played with the 

reframing of the childrenôs home as a creative space. The participation of the staff team 

became a vital part of the work; and they too wanted to play! A range of new methods 

and techniques were invented as the project spiralled and responded to the changes within 

the home.  

 

The Main-place and Cross-stones projects were used as the foundations for a liberatory 

pedagogy and praxis for work within other settings. These projects were worked on, on a 

voluntary basis allowing for the space and opportunity for the work to be adaptive, 

organic and responsive to the emerging ideas within childrenôs home settings without the 

pressure of a looming agenda. Ongoing work in Main-place childrenôs home was useful 

in understanding the struggles older LAC experience, particularly when leaving care. 

Within both of these settings the foundations of theories were established in terms of the 

problems young people face living within the epicentre of an institutional framework of 

care with particular regards to power relations, the lack of creativity and the loss of 

individualism. Using the practice as research through ongoing processes of 

experimentation a distinct praxis began to emerge as a counter-practice to all that was 

missing and needed in these types of settings. The beauty of working in these settings and 

over such a significant period of time was the ability to be unrestricted by commissioning 

agendas.  

 

Commissioned and Employed Roles 

 

In contrast to project work that evolved with the ideas and direction of the young people, 

commissioned pieces of work challenged me to find ways to re-centre the agenda of the 

commissioner/employer around the young people whilst still meeting their criteria. These 

experiences have been influential in creating spaces within child welfare frameworks 
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within which the child can be treated as an active participant rather than an object of 

research and intervention processes. I attempted to adapt the techniques we had produced 

within the childrenôs homes within the restrictions of commissioned and employed roles. 

This work informed theories about the potential to demonstrate liberatory praxis within 

an institutional, non-creative framework within specific limitations. Whereas before I had 

been a visitor within these settings, to be óemployedô by the institution presented new 

challenges in terms of colluding and the expectation for the work to be used as a 

commodity.  

 

Illuminating Dominant Trends  

 

Other settings and roles revealed the extremes of oppressive and systematic abuse, such 

as in Medway STC. The exaggeration of oppressive practices in Medway helped to 

characterise the complexities of power relations, power techniques, institutional displays, 

cycles of neglect and the insidiously authoritarian approaches that were magnified in this 

setting.
11

 When working on the estates with young people I examined the same trends of 

disempowerment in terms of learnt helplessness, the service-provider and user 

relationship and the attitudes towards, and segregations between young people and adults. 

On the estates I observed the cultures and the current role of art and creativity in the lives 

of the young people. I documented aspects of their work and their cultures of expression 

such as rapping and graffiti; and worked towards altering the type of provision deemed 

appropriate by the Housing Association so that they better reflected the interests and 

skills of the young people. Fundamental to this work was promoting the use of art-based 

practice to the Housing Association as a research and development tool to enable the 

young people to challenge the perception of them as the problem.  

 

Perspectives and Narratives, My Role/s and Representation 

 

My direct contact with looked-after, locked-up young people and those living on the 

margins of society has helped me to research the ways in which they live and how they 

                                                 
11

 These are core concepts to be explored in further detail in Chapter 3 
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view their óplace in the worldô.
12

 Their insights have helped me to understand how it felt 

to be in care, in custody and living in areas of high deprivation. I watched as young 

people entered into youth justice systems and I visited them whilst they were detained 

there. I maintained contact with young people after their time in childrenôs homes and 

learnt from their struggles of transition to life as a care-leaver. This thesis will reflect on 

what young people have taught me about the impact of contemporary child welfare 

systems on the individual child. Their narratives have helped me better understand, from 

a looked after childôs perspective what it means to be in care, how it feels and the ways in 

which it affects the ability to grow and develop as an individual. I immersed myself in 

each new site of practice and used a range of creative, inventive techniques to provide 

spaces for reflection and critique.  

 

As a novice to social care systems, the narratives of the young people acted as signposts 

to understanding these worlds and I endeavoured to establish a working relationship with 

young people that treated them as the experts. I presented examples of practice with 

previous groups involved in the research when working with new groups and explained 

that my interests were in the uses and efficacy for this type of work as a tool for their 

empowerment. I was ever conscious of the inherent power imbalances in the roles I 

worked under and tried to separate myself from these titles as best I could. I tried to be 

seen as Claire as opposed to the Participation Development Officer or the Community 

Development Officer. I addressed this in different ways. When first meeting the Cross-

stones group, for example, I presented a cartoon-script made up of photographs of my 

likes and dislikes so that they would not feel as though our work together was a one-way 

process of information harvesting and to counter cultures of professional anonymity.  

 

When talking to groups about their worlds and realities I tried to insist that I was their 

student. With young people and adults who are used to being treated as ópassive 

recipientsô and existing on the receiving end of interventions and assumptions, this 

approach was, once trusted , well received. I must emphasise here that this approach was 

also genuine; I was their student and I was genuinely committed to a better understanding 
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 This idea is examined by Freire. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. 1996. p.69 
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of their realities.
13

 This research has been concerned with the collaborative exploration of 

the uses for applied theatre/arts-based practice as a multi-faceted tool. As the facilitator-

researcher my role was to try to understand the complexities of those I was working with 

in order to create contexts to use the practice in ways most relevant to them.   

 

The Rainbow Model as an Adaptation of a Theatre for Development Model 

 

On reflecting on my early work with the Romany Gypsy group and in Main-place 

childrenôs home, I developed a model of intervention in the form of the rainbow model to 

encapsulate what I believed to be the various stages of developing work with groups at 

this point. The model represents a Theatre for Development (TfD) process that engages in 

culturally appropriate and collaborative research processes and works towards an event to 

educate a relevant audience. My research project has revealed the specific relationship 

between context and practice and the necessary considerations that underpin the 

application of this type of work within specific sites of practice. If we think of the 

rainbow model as the trunk of a tree, my research has explored the different branches of 

practice that can sprout from this central framework. The rainbow model represents the 

foundations of a liberatory pedagogical approach that has been adapted to the 

opportunities that have emerged within each site of practice. With these different uses, 

applications, needs and limitations the research has informed new theory around process 

and product, participants and audience, performance spaces and personalised processes.  
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Creative Consultation  

¶ Aiding the group by introducing creative ways of expressing their 

ideas and exploring their identity  

¶ Involving the group in practical exercises  

¶ Engaging the group in interactive workshops  

¶ Introducing different skills  

¶ Building confidence amongst the group (tackling social / group 

issues)  

¶ Promoting participationégetting them involved and inspired  

Establishing their needs and concerns  

¶ Defining what problems they face as a group / as individuals  

¶ Deepening the process 

¶ Providing forums to help them to articulate their views  

¶ Building on their improved communication skills to help them 

express their concernséwhat worries you? What would you like 

to change?  

¶ Creating forums to ódemonstrateô their ideas  

¶ Facilitating discussions and debates  

Translating their views through creative media  

¶ Collaborating óthe processô into creative, sustainable ôproductsô 

¶ Devising / producing artistic testimonies which reflect all that has 

been discussed/ explored/defined/demonstrated  

¶ Valuing their opinions and promoting their messages  

¶ Encouraging recognition in constructive and effective 

communication skills  

Defining the Audience  

¶ Deciding on who needs to hear all they have to say, who is their 

óappropriate audienceô? 

¶ Promoting the use of their work to inform and educate others  

¶ What action can be taken? 

¶ How can we overcome the problems we have identified? 

¶ What can we do to help ourselves and others? 

¶ How can we independently take control and bring about positive 

changes?  

 Participatory Observation  

¶ Gaining an awareness of the group  

¶ Watching the group and developing an understanding of the ways 

in which they live  

¶ Assessing the group and their needs before óinterventionô takes 

place 

¶ Making contacts  

¶ Introducing the idea  

Fig 3: The Rainbow Model  
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Outcomes: The Creative óForumsô  

¶ Large-scale interactive conferences  

¶ Touring productions, plays, multi-media events  

¶ Training programmes designed and facilitated by young people  

¶ Exhibitions / Installations  

¶ Documentaries / Films  

 

       Impacts to ensure positive changes  

¶ An enhanced understanding of the groupsô identities and 
diversities  

¶ An enhanced understanding of the groups needs  

¶ An opportunity to devise action plans to meet these needs  

¶ Opportunities that bring relevant people together to discuss ideas  

¶ Forums which will encourage new and appropriate ways of 

thinking  

¶ Forums which will create equal opportunities to communicate 

ideas through a language understood by all  

¶ Environments which allow everyone to meet óat face valueô  

¶ Creative contexts that engage óthe mind and imaginationô 

¶ Opportunities to clarify things which are misunderstood  

¶ Opportunities to build necessary relationships  

¶ Opportunities to put into place óappropriate practicesô for the 

future 

Outcomes for the group (and the individuals within the group)  

¶ Improved group dynamics  

¶ Strengthened support systems  

¶ An improved sense of community  

¶ An awareness of their ócultural identityô 

¶ Confidence  

¶ The ability to articulate their views and educate misconceptions  

¶ The opportunity to interact with others  

¶ Improved skills in communication, performance, camera work  

¶ The ability and opportunity to effectively express themselves  

¶ A sense of achievement / self worth / Raised self esteem  

¶ An understanding of their identity  

¶ Self awareness and acceptance  

¶ An awareness of others and ódifferenceô 

¶ An awareness of the services available to them  

¶ An awareness of their needs  

¶ Individual packages which reflect their needs  

¶ An awareness of their dreams and aspirations  

¶ A realisation of their dreams and aspirations  

¶ Empowerment throughout the process and project outcomes  

¶ Ownership of the projectôs development  

¶ Improved relationships with those significant to their lives  

¶ The ability to effectively participate in the development of 

services  

¶ A sense of belief in a system which they are able to influence  

¶ Independent thinking  



 

 

25 

The Structure of the Thesis  

 

Chapter 2 will look more intensely at the emergence of my framework of praxis as 

informed by my work with Romany Gypsy group, the Main-place group and my 

undergraduate training in the disciplinary field of applied-arts practice. This chapter is 

concerned with highlighting my own personal process of a liberatory teaching practice 

and my development as a facilitator/practitioner. Chapter 3 constructs my critical 

foundations for disempowerment and liberation before unpacking theories and techniques 

from a number of applied arts practitioners.  

 

Chapter 4 will reflect on the history of British child welfare arenas and its influence on 

contemporary contexts. Using the messages from those I have worked with to establish a 

thematic framework, this chapter will contextualise these themes in relation to socio-

political theory, policy and critical theory. The dualism between welfare and punishment 

will be established to show how these contradictory ideological bases continue to make 

and unmake the administration of care and control. This conclusive element of this 

chapter highlights the fertility for potential partnerships between the field of applied arts 

and child welfare arenas.  

 

Chapter 5 will examine the context-specific uses and adaptations of my practice within 

residential childrenôs homes in Hampshire. This chapter launches into a colourful and 

critical dissemination of work within childrenôs homes and the different shapes, forms 

and functions my practice presented. Chapter 6 interrogates my later work on the estates 

and the ways in which this emerging use of applied theatre was adapted within the 

context of the housing association as a research and development methodology.  

 

Chapter 7 takes a critical step-back to examine the significance of the resistances and 

clashes in ideology and approach between conventional child welfare models and applied 

arts-based work. Within this chapter I will examine issues of translating and transferring 

this type of practice in non creative contexts and the uses of the work to illuminate 

inherent power structures and practice trends. Chapter 8 concludes the thesis with critical 
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reflections on the research as a whole and introduces a number of proposals as to how my 

research findings can further inform ongoing work in light of this extensive research 

project.  

 

Conclusion  

 

This thesis is fuelled with passion and in some places, pain. I have been conscious of not 

removing the emotion that rendered it necessary and therefore negating its commitment 

to countering processes that desensitise and silence the counter narratives of these 

systems. Therefore, where able, I have attempted to óbring to lifeô the different voices, 

live-action and horror that underpinned the research project. In places I use extracts from 

my diary entries, quotes from participants, photographs, footage, drawn pictures and 

thick-descriptions of particular sites of practice in the attempt to bring to light these 

narratives and sources in a real and immediate way as this extract helps to explain: 

 
 

I want to talk about how we did find what worked, in a way that opens up useful, 

transferable insight to my peers in this space and context. But I want to do justice to how 

open-ended and uncertain our inexact art can be. I want to include what myé..partners 

learnt from working with me and what I learned from themé.I want to show, not just 

tell, how important appropriateness of medium and story and style are, without sounding 

too sure of a method that works every time, because it is being honestly unsure that helps 

to find what is appropriate.
14

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
14

 Campbell, A. with Plastow, J. óPromenade Theatre in Sudanese Reformatory, Diving for Stories: The 

Cockerel & the Kingôs Earô in Etherton, M. (ed.) African Theatre Youth. Oxford: James Curry, 2006. p.65  
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Chapter 2 

The Philosophies and Motivations behind this Work 

 
    

As a child I liked to make things, ófarewellô and ówelcome back!ô signs, little booklets 

with exercises for people to do on long journeys. I created a miniature world in a hidden 

place behind my cabin-bed where various dramas would be played out by the different 

dolls and miniature people who lived there. As I got older, and talking at length to a mop 

I had named Sally became less socially acceptable, I discovered drama and attended an 

after-school club which, for a number of years, I literally lived for.  

 

Drama and performance for me, growing up, provided a space where I could escape and 

in my process of becoming others, I could make sense of my own world. By creating sets, 

scenes and miniature worlds in secret places I could óbring [my] inner house into orderô.
15

 

By pretending I was a multitude of others, living in a different time and place I could play 

at being elsewhere and consider different types of challenges and dilemmas.  

 

I grew up in an Irish working class family. My Dad was a carpenter and a passionate 

socialist and my mum was a childminder. They were young parents and our home life 

reflected the struggles they faced in trying to provide for us and make their way in the 

world. Both of them were somewhat eccentric and imaginative. It was not unusual, for 

example, to return home from school and find your toys set up in some cryptic scenario 

casting you as the detective to decipher what had happened between them. They both 

taught me to empathise with others and not to believe in all you are told, to fight for the 

underdog and that childhood is a magical and sacred place. Our house was also always 

full of children because of mumôs job. These children each came with their own stories. 

Many of them from single parent families and all of whom brought a whole host of 

different cultures and backgrounds through our door.  

 

This chapter will reflect on the foundations of my practice and theory through my BA 
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 As further explored by Bettelheim, B. The Uses of Enchantment. New York: Alfred Knopf, 1976. p.5.  
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(Hons) degree that chartered my own process of óself-actualisationô and defined the 

beginnings of my facilitation strategies.
16

 I will cross-reference my own reflections with 

the courseôs philosophy from supporting handbooks; thus crossing between the theory 

and experience of practice.  

 

Drama, Theatre and Television Studies, BA (Hons): King Alfredôs College, 

Winchester 

 

I feel incredibly lucky to have found the undergraduate degree in Drama, Theatre and 

Television Studies. I had no idea at the time of enrolling of the type of impact it would 

have on my life. In a unique and captivating way it created a space for all the things I had 

loved doing as a child to be useful. It enabled me to continue to create whilst becoming 

politically and socially conscious of my surroundings and my place in the world. It 

deepened the meaning, purpose and role of art and shone a light on the injustices I had 

become more aware of as an adolescent. It reconnected me with the world and showed 

me that I had the power to transform it.  

 

It is the belief of the course team that higher education should be a developmental 

process in which students are encouraged and enabled to move from being situated as 

passive interpreters of their cultures into roles as active interveners in the development of 

their societies. To this end graduates from the pathway are expected to be able to use the 

live and recorded media in socially transformative ways, both as practitioners in their 

own right and as facilitators of the practices of others.
17

  

 

The course was inspired by pioneers of the applied, community based and alternative 

drama and theatre genres. It was designed to interrogate notions of representation and 

ways of knowing and explore the use of drama, theatre and television as media for the 

purposes of education and social transformation. Throughout the three years of the 

                                                 
16

 A concept explored by hooks, b. Teaching to Transgress, Education as the Practice of Freedom. New 

York and London: Routledge, 1994.  
17

 BA Honours Drama, Theatre and Television Studies, Definitive Document. King Alfredôs College, 

Winchester: School of Drama, Music and Sports Studies. 1996. p.2  
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programme we were introduced to different performance, documentary and film forms 

and trained to be critical of the text and context relationship within each. We learnt about 

the less told stories and the use of mainstream media as a tool for propaganda and 

manipulation to divide and control groups. We experimented with performance forms and 

theory from other countries and their role and representation within their native cultures. 

We became critical thinkers and analysts of the givens that construct our society and were 

encouraged to analyse more deeply, the socio-political histories that influence and inform 

our way of being. We were educated in the possibilities for drama, television and theatre 

as tools to inform, sensationalise and revolutionise. We experimented with the use of 

theatre and art as a means of protest and resistance. We explored applied theatre 

processes and specific techniques that encouraged reflexive and dialectical education 

models. We learnt the use of applied arts techniques in different settings for 

transformative purposes and the specific terminologies attached to this type of work, as a 

discipline. The way in which we were taught reflected the core philosophies of the 

course. There was no voice of authority or definitive right answer. What we brought to 

the cohort as individuals was both relevant and valued. We learnt by being active 

participants, rather than passive receivers, in the development of ideas, as explained in 

this course excerpt:   

 

The most significant learning resource available to the pathway is the cohort of students 

and it is from its experience that the course begins.
18

  

 

Practical elements of the course enabled us to become the teachers, documentary makers, 

workshop facilitators, directors and performers, utilising the rest of the cohort as our 

students, audiences and critics. The diversity of the cohort and the relationships we 

formed created a sphere from which we were able to explore notions of identity and 

difference. Our often extreme contrasts of cultural and class orientation provoked 

intended tension and debate. Through these collisions and negotiations we realised who 

we were in relation to those around us and better conceptualised notions of self and other. 

This collaborative classroom trained us how to accept diversity as well as enabling us to 
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 BA Drama, Community Theatre and Media, Second Stage Revalidation Document. King Alfredôs 

College, Winchester: School of Community and Performing Arts. 2004. p.2 
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see where we stood in relation to these differences.
19

  

 

A core element of the course was practical project work in community based settings. 

This is when we left the safety of the cohort to explore the applications and uses for the 

creative methodologies we had been experimenting with, within real world community 

settings. We formed small groups based on shared project interests. A significant element 

of the preparatory stages for our community based projects took place within our smaller 

group discussions. This is where we hypothesised what would be an appropriate, relevant 

and ethical intervention into our chosen community contexts. Complex considerations as 

to what a community group is, how you define them and where you find them ensued. 

We were forced to interrogate how we perceived others and our understanding of the role 

of the work. This threw up more questions about assumptions and our right to enter into 

community contexts at all. Eventually we stumbled into our sites of practice and tried, as 

best we could, to portray a degree of confidence in our project aims and objectives and 

our abilities as the facilitators of this work.  

 

The programme concentrates on issues of representation, starting from self-representation 

of the students as individuals and groups, moving on to the facilitation of othersô 

representation of themselvesé.Building on a developing understanding of the self in 

relation to contemporary society, students are offered an incrementally sophisticated set 

of opportunities to make interventions into aspects of this society through the live and 

recorded media.
20  

 

It was during these practical projects that we were able to explore the potential for the 

work and the implicit challenges of developing it with different groups, first hand. Our 

initial project aims and objectives were confronted by the realities and needs of the group 

and the specifics of the setting. At first we worried that moving away from our original 

proposals would reflect a weakness in our ability to develop the work as we had set out to 

do. Guidance from the tutors and supervision that encouraged reflexive practice helped us 
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to understand that integral to the facilitation process is the realigning of the workôs 

objectives to embody and emulate the needs of the group and find ways for them to 

navigate the route of the work, with you. We still existed in a constant state of panic 

about what we should be doing and whether what we were doing was right, ethical, 

enough, needed and/or appropriate. Each project enabled us to better understand through 

experimental learning, our own strengths and weaknesses as the facilitation group. Each 

stage of the process helped us to better conceive how the work could be used and the 

complexities surrounding workôs functions, implications and restrictions.  

 

The remainder of this chapter will examine how my primary community based projects: 

the Romany Gypsy project and the Main-place* pilot project acted as a foundation and 

impetus for this PhD research. Both of these projects demonstrated, through the live 

experience of doing and developing the work, the potential for applied theatre/arts 

practice to act as a research tool with young people and the distinct possibilities for the 

work to develop strategies to help voice the concerns of young people in relation to their 

specific experiences of marginalisation and disempowerment. The first project took place 

on a legal rural gypsy site, the second occurred deep within an institutional framework.  

 

The Romany Gypsy Project, 1997   

 

As a student I was interested in discovering undiscovered worlds and hearing from those 

misunderstood by others. I still am. Perhaps this reflects by own feelings of separation 

from normality as a child as well as my fascination with people and stories. In the first 

year of my undergraduate degree we worked with a community of Romany Gypsies and, 

through this work, we were able to directly experience a world that lived outside the 

conventions of normal society. We learnt about the pressures inflicted upon this group to 

conform and the attempts from social welfare departments to reintegrate this group into 

mainstream society.  

 

Jimmy: thatôs what they do, they take you off the road and then they try to get you into a 

house 
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Joey: -they try to change you 

Jimmy: but they aint gonna change me 
21

    

 

Over a four month period we developed a play with a group of young people from the 

site whilst working with the community as a whole to research their worlds. Research 

took the form of long chats with the women in their caravans and through proud tours 

given by the children around the site. We made a cardboard television set that could be 

worn by ourselves and the children to report on our news and the events that had 

happened since our last visit. These sessions inspired ideas about how to creatively 

consult young people and the ways in which different frames can effectively research and 

represent their lifestyles and stories. We began to develop a theatre piece with the young 

people about their histories, traditions and modern-day experiences of being a Romany 

Gypsy based on their insights and ideas.
22

  

 

Likes and Dislikes 

 

Through a brainstorming exercise simply called ñgood and badò the young people created 

a list of positive and negative things about being a gypsy. This became our backdrop for 

devising workshops to develop these specific ideas into different scenes of the play. We 

experimented with how these themes could be translated into different performances and 

shared the role of ódirectorô and óactorô to bring to life these messages and themes. This 

meant that sometimes the young people played their oppressors and at other times they 

played themselves. Other scenes were written and directed solely by the young people. 

During other sessions adult community members sat in and directed pieces of the drama. 

This was particularly useful in authentically depicting the more traditional portrayals of 

their story/cultural identity. We became the communityôs players and puppets as they 

demonstrated, through and with us, their lived experiences. The relationships we 

developed with the community group enabled an effortless exchange of ideas and 

statuses. The final theatre piece was performed to a varied audience of students and other 

members of the university community. The group had felt that óeveryone and anyone!ô 

                                                 
21

 See DVD.2, clips 1-3 for filmed interviews with the young people on site.  
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 See DVD.2, clips 1-3 for footage of devising and rehearsal phases.  
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was a relevant audience to see their story as so few understood what it meant to be a 

gypsy and so many held negative opinions of them. The performance was opened by 

Joey, aged eight:  

 

My name is Joey, I am eight years oldéI wanted to do this play to show you how 

Gypsies live and how we get treated and that..
23

  

 

This project inspired ideas about working in collaborative ways with young people and 

marginalised groups to enable them to represent their identities and concerns. The project 

developed specific techniques for researching and bringing to voice their notions of self 

and identity through performance based techniques. For the first time in my life I was 

totally immersed in something that could genuinely help people and impact on an 

audience in meaningful ways. This passion continued throughout the undergraduate 

course to influence and define my third year project.  

 

Main-place Childrenôs Home Project, 1999 

 

The idea to work within a childrenôs home setting came about through a group discussion 

about parenting and child development. This led to the suggestion of developing a project 

with young people who are not parented by their parents. We eventually discovered a 

childrenôs home in Hampshire which, for the purposes of confidentiality, I will refer to as 

Main-place childrenôs home. Main-place was a purpose built unit designed to 

accommodate six young people at any one time. It was a rather unsightly red-bricked 

building hidden behind trees from a main road.  

 

                If I was the manager Iôd get this building changed coz it looks more like a factory  

 

                Itôs not homely, itôs not homely at all 
24

 

 

Our original project aim was to try to create something with the young people of 
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 See DVD.2, clips 1-3 for Joeyôs opening statement in the play.  
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 Emily, see DVD.2 clips 4-6 for snapshots of these óBig Brotherô Interviews.  
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importance to them, as with the Romany Gypsy project and to better understand their 

worlds. We worked with five young people living in Main-place at the time: Aaron, Leo, 

Lila, Helena and Emily, aged between 12 and 14 years old, over a four month period. 

Working from within the context of the childrenôs home provided us with many real and 

raw insights into these young peopleôs lives. It was often an intense environment with 

many different layers existing as an undercurrent to every moment.  

 

Group Dynamics  

 

Our initial visit revealed some of the problems within the group and some of the potential 

challenges we might face by working with them. We were invited to visit the home and 

introduce the idea of the project to the young people over dinner. As the facilitator group 

we took it in turns to speak a little about the other projects we had been involved with and 

tried to emphasise that the work would belong to them and could be about anything they 

wished. As a fun way to conclude this first meeting we prepared a group quiz. It was 

through this initial game playing that we realised how volatile the group were, especially 

towards each other. They were competitive and aggressive and we struggled to get 

through each question without an outburst between them. Keen to leave without an actual 

fight happening as a result of our visit we rushed through the questions, gave out prizes, 

thanked them and told them we would wait to hear whether they would like to be 

involved in the work. As we left, much to our surprise, Ted, a residential social worker, 

commented on how relaxed the unit had been in comparison to the rest of the week and 

invited us back to try to develop work with the group.  

  

The Workshops  

 

Our twice weekly visits facilitated improvisation games and role plays from the games 

room positioned in the middle of the home. By working within the home, we were able to 

observe how it operated. Meal times, the locking of certain doors at certain times and the 

language used by the staff members and the young people gave us an insight into some of 
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the cultures and rituals within the setting.
25

 We began to develop simple techniques to 

help manage the tension amongst the group, such as giving the young people each a turn 

at being the ócallerô/in control of the game and helping them to introduce and lead their 

own games with the rest of the group. We realised that by having lots of games prepared 

it helped to move the workshop on from points of conflict by refocusing the group onto 

something new. 

 

In contrast to games with too many rules and restrictions the young people responded 

most positively to improvisation games. The fast-pace of acting alongside each other in-

role helped to create opportunities for the group to communicate with one another and 

experiment with different statuses other than those they were confined to within the 

pecking orders of the group.
26

 We realised how, through these games, we were able to 

explore the óreal contextô through the ófictional contextsô created through the drama 

without ever having to leave the room or ask direct questions.
27

 The young peopleôs 

choice of characters and scenarios were insightful indications of their experiences with 

others and their understandings of their worlds. Aaron played a policeman arresting 

another young person in one scene. His detailed use of authoritative language and his 

character portrayal as the policeman suggested a negative experience; yet familiarity with 

this process. The significance of the young people being able to communicate in-role 

with one another was highlighted every time we witnessed their normal strained 

relationships and each time we attempted to defuse their disputes. The sketches 

momentarily suspended reality and enabled them to interact with one another at ease.  

 

            I enjoyed all of the games and the reason why is cause none of us argued  
28

  

 

 

 

                                                 
25
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Moment of Crisis, Adapting Techniques  

 

The need to deepen the work and move away from games for gamesô sake was made 

clear through the groupôs rejection of the workshop games one evening. We were left 

standing in the games room alone and embarrassed after the group abandoned the 

workshop with a sense of ówhatôs the point?ô We had exhausted the games and the young 

people no longer wanted to play. In our attempt to keep things safe we had failed to 

enable the group to take ownership of the work or use it to begin to engage with their 

specific stories. We were forced to re-evaluate the purpose of the project and refocus the 

work around their ideas and interests. We were apprehensive about touching on sensitive 

issues as to why they were in care and therefore had hidden behind games up until this 

point, not knowing how to develop the work. I suggested that we use the ógood and badô 

brain storming activity that was developed during the Romany Gypsy project. For the 

Main-place Group we decided to give each young person their own piece of paper instead 

of asking them to work as a full group and to change the good and bad focus to ólikes and 

dislikesô. We hoped the open ended nature of the exercise would ensure they did not feel 

interrogated or put on the spot and that they would enjoy creating a personal list about 

them, as individuals.  

 

Likes and Dislikes and Photo-Voice 

 

The likes and dislikes activity proved to be a significant turning point, with the lists that 

the young people created used as consistent points of reference throughout the rest of the 

project, as with the Romany Gypsy group. Each young person worked óindependently but 

togetherô to create their lists whilst discussions between them occurred organically 

without any prompting from us.
29

 Up until this point the young people had been very 

vocal and aggressive about how much they hated living in Main-place, and each other. 

This activity helped to encourage óprocesses of conscientisationô amongst the group as 

they began to recognise why they felt that way and were able to realise their óspecific and 
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shared sources of oppressionô.
30

 At the end of the session, as an extension of this 

exercise, we gave each of the young people a disposable camera for them to take pictures 

of things they liked and disliked. From these photographs we were given a sequence of 

snap-shots into the young peopleôs lives outside and beyond the workshop context as a 

neutral space. One of Aaronôs photos showed Lila being arrested by policemen within the 

home. This was a startling realisation of what happens to looked after young people 

within their own homes. 
31

 

 

The lists and the photographs helped us to better understand the young people as 

individuals and invigorated discussions about all of our likes and dislikes. A central ethos 

of the work had been established by demonstrating, to the young people, that their 

specific interests and concerns were important and relevant to the work and that we were 

interested in what they had to say. The direction of the project altered from this point 

onwards and became focused on the ways in which the creative media: drama, film and 

theatre could be used as tools for further articulation, self-determination and expression. 

The young people regained faith in the work and started to explore the different potentials 

for it with us. Collaboratively we began to develop new techniques that built on this now 

established pedagogy for liberation.  

 

Camera Work: the óTourô and the Big Brother Diary Room  

 

Aaron and Leo asked us if they could make a film about Main-place in a mock estate-

agent style to show some of their thoughts about the home. We helped them to storyboard 

a short film that presented the various (or lack of) facilities within the home to a fictional 

audience of potential buyers. Aaron played the host and Leo acted as the camera 

man/director. Aaron became animated in front of the camera and presented each planned 

part of the home in a tongue-in-cheek style. Leo took his role as the camera man and 

director incredibly seriously and seemed to respond positively to being given the 
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responsibility of operating the equipment and making decisions about the film.  

 

This session demonstrated the ways in which the use of fictional frames can explore the 

real views of the participants by helping them to express themselves through an 

established frame of reference.
32

 As the facilitator group we learnt how under-resourced 

the games room was and how much the young people resented the doors being locked 

around the home. They also felt the home looked bare and felt óun-homelyô.
33

  

 

Aaron and Leoôs tour inspired a new interest in film work and the girls asked if they 

could make a film too. We were excited about the potential to work on a film with the 

group as a whole and the possibility that this may become a group piece to be presented 

to an audience.
34

 Our attempts to create a storyboard with the whole group swiftly 

became a minefield for disagreements. As we struggled to maintain their interest and find 

ways to resolve their disputes someone suggested creating a Big Brother Diary room 

instead. This would act as a way for each young person to have a turn in front of the 

camera, individually, without having to compromise on what they wanted to say. It was 

agreed. I was nominated the interviewer and we worked together to set up the room and 

design the questions I was to ask.  

 

Away from the rest of the group the young people were philosophical about how they felt 

about living in Main-place and reflective about some of the real causes for the problems 

within the home. They shared their hopes and dreams for the future and talked about their 

lives outside of the home, at school or with their families. This process illuminated the 

young peopleôs need to speak independently from each other about how they felt and who 

they were. We realised that the group had been resisting working together because they 

needed to be heard as individuals and, unlike the Romany Gypsy group, were not a group 
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out of choice or preference or proud of their shared cultural identity.
35

  This was a pivotal 

phase of the projectôs process in realising the importance of being reflexive and 

responsive to the groupôs needs.  

 

Forum Theatre: The Court room Reconstruction    

 

We began to work with the young people in smaller groups of two or three and accepted 

the gender divide between the girls and the boys rather than encouraging them to work 

together. One evening we arrived to work with Aaron and Leo and were told they had 

been arrested and charged with criminal damage to a neighbouring building. The two 

boys were held in a cell for two days before appearing in court to be found guilty. The 

concept of young people being arrested was alien to us and seemed to affect Aaron and 

Leo badly when they returned back to the home, edgy and restless. We asked them 

whether they wanted to show us what it was like to appear in court in the hope that we 

could better understand their experiences and that they might benefit from the chance to 

do so. We used a technique called óblaggô to invent a fictional character and story about a 

young boy called Fred Jackson.
36

  The boys decided that Fred had set fire to his 

childrenôs home after all of the rooms within the home had been locked because he had 

ógot boredô. The boys recreated the court room scene where Fred was charged, as they 

had been, with criminal damage. Within the scene Aaron and Leo chose to play various 

officials and cast each of us as other roles. I played Fred Jackson. They instructed us to 

stand and sit at various points of óthe hearingô and allowed us to freeze the action and 

come out of character to ask questions about what was happening.  

 

This work highlighted how intimidating the court room context is and how little the child 

speaks throughout the hearing. As Fred, I spoke only once to confirm my name. Aaron 

and Leo became our interpreters to the complex language and legal proceedings. By 
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playing the officials they were given a sense of authority both within their fictional roles 

and by being our guides to what was happening. Towards the end of the session a fight 

broke out between Aaron and Leo. Members of staff entered the room and asked us to 

leave whilst they took control of the situation by physically restraining both boys on the 

floor. We were left feeling disturbed by how squashed the young people are within 

systems that restrain and silence them. The response from the staff in the form of a 

physical restraint seemed to typify the type of techniques that are used to overpower and 

dominate these young people.  

  

Individual Pieces  

 

As the young people began to trust in us and the work, they began to approach us 

individually and independently with new ideas. To help manage this influx of proposals 

we paired each young person with a facilitator to act as their assistant. These informal 

partnerships were both a logistical way of managing the work and sought to ensure each 

young person felt supported and valued in the knowledge that someone was especially 

assigned to helping them to develop their own piece.  

 

as time on the project went on the y.ps felt that one of the students was theirs as each 

individual seemed to work with a certain student 
37

 

 

The emergence of the young peopleôs individual pieces was a significant stage in the 

project and the pedagogical approach as a whole. There was a fundamental shift in the 

leadership of the project from us introducing different games and techniques to the group, 

to them leading the work, and us assisting them. Each devising process was unique to 

each young person from this point onwards. The young people made decisions about the 

content and style of their piece and the type of assistance they wanted in producing it. We 

had succeeded in introducing a variation of mediums and forms to the group and they 
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were now able to take ownership of the work and manipulate it to suit their own 

visions.
38

  

 

The individual pieces also had a dramatic impact on the groupôs dynamics. The young 

people began to praise each otherôs work and demonstrate a sense of pride and 

commitment to their individual projects. By owning something independently of one 

another, they began to respect each other as artists and co-creators and not feel the need 

to compete with or criticise one another, as they had done before. Some of them required 

extra people within their pieces to act as different characters. This helped to build bridges 

between the group members as they approached each other for help and developed 

relationships based on a mutual trust and respect.   

 

The changes I saw in the young people were that they interacted for the better with each 

other and they OWNED the work it was theirs not staff/carers. The atmosphere was 

100% improved whilst workshops were being done.
39 

 

Theatre for Development: The In-Context Event  

 

As their individual pieces began to take shape, and a presentation of some sort became a 

reality we began to discuss an appropriate audience for their pieces. The group were 

unanimous that they wanted the ótop peopleô of Hampshire County Council to see their 

work and were motivated by the potential to use the project to communicate to them. We 

asked the group to make personal invitations to all of those they wanted to attend to 

ensure the project was understood as belonging to the young people, and that it was the 

young people who were óinitiate[ing] the[se] process of communicationô.
40

 It became 

apparent how crucial this audience of senior managers and social workers were to the 

work in terms of the young people having a voice within these frameworks.  
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We structured the event so that audience members were first met with an exhibition of 

the project work in the foyer of the theatre building. Spider diagrams, the likes and 

dislikes lists, photographs and written research pieces were presented in five different 

areas dedicated to each of the young people. Enlarged photographs of the whole group 

rehearsing, filming and playing drama games were also displayed in a communal area. 

The conscious decision to show extracts from behind the scenes was a bid to highlight the 

process and specific strategies that had been used to create the event. We wanted to 

emphasise the commitment and ownership of each of the young people over the project 

and to disseminate the specific techniques we had used to ensure their meaningful and 

person-specific participation. Once within the auditorium we played a video montage of 

footage taken from the project to further define the process as well as to remind the 

audience of the groupôs real worlds, within the home setting.
41

 

 

We gave each of the individual pieces a running order that structured a multi-media and 

multi-messaged showcase of the young peopleôs work. The pieces focused on issues of 

belonging, peer acceptance and the stigma related to being looked after. They explored 

their relationships with staff members and the other young people in the home, the ways 

in which rules and regulations impacted on their lives and the physical, aesthetic 

environment of the home. Helenôs piece told the story of a holiday she had been promised 

and how it felt to be told a day before she was due to go that it had been cancelled. Lila 

created a fictional piece about a girl struggling to hide the fact that she was in care from 

her friends at a new school. Aaronôs piece spoke of how people look at him on the bus as 

a mixed-race kid and also what it means to be in care.  

 

The event concluded with an after-show discussion during which we encouraged the 

audience to comment on the messages within the young peopleôs pieces. When prompted 

for answers to some of the young peopleôs questions, examples of broken promises and 

lack of appropriate facilities we were told that it was ñnot the forum to discuss specificsò. 

Many of the audience members were keen to congratulate the young people and 
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expressed what the experience of seeing them perform had meant to them: 

  

I started off my working life working in a childrenôs home and Iôd forgotten a lot of that 

and today I think has been a real reminder of what it must feel like to be a child out of 

their own environment in a childrenôs home and thereôs some more conversations you 

could usefully have with the young people who could help us in how better to support 

them in that situationé..
42

 

 

It was during this after-show discussion that we were asked by the Deputy Head of 

Hampshireôs Children Services if we would like to take the show on tour. This invitation 

somewhat paved the way for my ongoing pursuit of work with Hampshire County 

Council as well as highlighting the dissymmetry between their visions for the work as a 

commodity and my hopes for it as a tool of liberation.  

 

Impacts  

 

Although the experience proved to have a positive impact on the young people in terms 

of group dynamics and raised self-esteem, these types of transformations were somewhat 

limited to the moment. My research from this point onwards has been concerned with 

investigating how this type of work can have genuine, sustainable and long-term impacts 

on contexts and in identification of the specific considerations required to ensure the 

practice is more than a good night out and/or a temporary suspension of inherent power 

imbalances and subjugations.  

 

Audience member: What do you think you got out of it yourselves? 

Aaron: The freedom to express ourselves 
43

  

 

Feedback forms distributed to audience members after the event captured some 

encouraging comments from different levels of management and front-line staff. At this 
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point I thought all we had to do was to raise awareness of the young peopleôs needs and 

keep reaching out to audiences of this type. My research from this point onwards 

revealed that work within these contexts is more complex and that in order to achieve a 

genuine impact on frameworks a multiple-pronged approach is often required (see 

Chapters 5-8).   

 

Very appreciative of a medium being found so that young people can communicate their 

views, wants, concerns and aspirationsé
44

 

 

Everyone in social care should see something like this! 
45

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The Main-place and the Romany Gypsy project revealed the ways in which creativity 

could be used to research and respond to the needs and messages of young people 

suppressed and silenced by systems and society. They took the shape of a Theatre for 

Development model (TfD) that uses a range of arts based practice to research the realities 

of participant groups in culturally appropriate ways. TfD works towards an óin-contextô 

event that invites a specific audience, relevant to the messages and concerns of the group, 

and uses a performance event to open-up avenues for communication/development. This 

model of practice will be further analysed in Chapter 3. Of the many messages that 

emerged through the work both groups revealed concurrent patterns of voiceless-ness, 

criminalisation / demonisation and exclusion from the wider community and the need to 

speak out about their realities and individualities. My understanding of the facilitation 

role and the potential efficiency for this type of work was defined through these founding 

experiences. Practical techniques and the confidence and consciousness to work in 

reflexive ways were two key strands of the work. The experience of coming to voice and 

being liberated through my undergraduate course found a way to be replicated within my 
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community based contexts where I set about carving out opportunities for the participants 

to experience comparable processes of self-actualisation and self-determination.  

 

Both of these projects ignited something within me that motivated years of further 

practice in related fields. The Romany Gypsy work and my degree training helped to 

establish a pedagogical framework whilst Main-place and the distinct dynamics between 

the participant group and their audience presented a context for ongoing exploration. I 

was deeply affected by the ways in which looked-after children battle with the stigma 

attached to being in care and their treatment in care when they have been the victims of 

trauma.
46

 I was disturbed by how little the decision makers seemed to know about these 

young peopleôs realities and how wholly uncreative these contexts and their practices 

were. It appeared that in every other child-based setting the importance and efficiency for 

arts-based work and creativity is well researched and widely accepted apart from with 

child welfare homes settings such as these.
47

 I was dumbfounded at how unusual it was 

for these children to get the opportunity to be able to meet and communicate directly with 

those who made decisions on their behalf. I was amazed by the institutional practices that 

criminalised these young people and subjected them to cold, corporate mechanisms such 

as meetings and form filling when this was supposed to be about ócareô.
48

 I was struck by 

how emotionless and un-therapeutic these settings were when dealing with intuitive and 

distressed young people. Overall, I was haunted by the conviction that this type of work 

had to be further developed. I felt unable to walk away from the Main-place experience, 

those we had worked with and the thousands of others like them. I was convinced that to 

do this, I too would be letting them down.  

 

This poem, discovered by a group member during the Main-place project, featured as an 

important consolidation of my ethical and philosophical basis at this point:  
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Children Learn What They Live  

 

If children live with criticism,  

they learn to condemn.  

If children live with hostility,  

they learn to fight, 

If children live with fear, 

they learn to be apprehensive.  

If children live with pity,  

they learn to feel sorry for themselves. 

If children live with ridicule,  

they learn to feel shy. 

If children live with jealousy, 

they learn to feel envy. 

If children live with shame, 

they learn to feel guilty. 

If children live with encouragement, 

they learn confidence.  

If children live with praise,  

they learn appreciation. 

If children live with acceptance, 

they learn to love. 

If children live with approval,  

they learn to like themselves. 

If children live with recognition, 

they learn it is good to have a goal.  

If children live with sharing  

they learn generosity. 

If children live with honesty,  

they learn truthfulness. 

If children live with fairness, 

they learn justice. 

If children live with kindness and consideration, 

they learn respect.  
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If children live with security, 

they learn to have faith in themselves and in those around them.  

If children live with friendliness, 

they learn the world is a nice place in which to live.
49

  

  

The next chapter will expand on these ideas to construct a wider conceptual framework 

through which to examine the particular models and techniques with which my research 

practice compares.  
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Chapter 3 

The Conceptual Frameworks of this Research   

 

Applied Theatre as a Socio-Political Tool  

 

This chapter will construct a conceptual framework from which to examine the problems 

within social care settings in relation to socio-political and cross-cultural trends in the 

control and colonisation of groups. The combined perspectives presented here 

demonstrate a distinct rationale to support my critiques of statutory care practices and 

their imminent damage to the development of the looked-after child. The ideas in the 

initial sections of this chapter pinpoint the specific forms of oppression related to this 

research as well as exploring visions for a liberatory practice. These visions are then 

translated through a critique of applied theatre practice as a liberatory tool. In the 

construction of a multi-layered and multi-disciplinary conceptual framework I have 

drawn on a number of critical theorists and applied theatre practitioners to establish a 

useful and relevant conceptual apparatus. Throughout the thesis I will refer back to this 

conceptual framework to revisit specific concepts and terminologies.  John OôTooleôs 

model which focuses on framing is helpful here in visualising the macro and micro 

representations of this work as a socio-political tool and the multiple contextual layers 

and concentric frames which define the contexts of the practice.
50

 He uses an image of 

boxes that fit into each other and descend in size. This chapter is concerned with 

establishing the binary between applied theatre as a tool of empowerment and the specific 

trends and sources of oppression relevant to this research. The contextual frames 

embodying the use of this type of work with LAC include notions of colonisation, 

welfare and development, processes of institutionalisation and context-specific visions of 

empowerment. These themes will form the through-line of this chapter.  

 

Using the global perspectives and macro models presented by Naomi Klein and Noam 

Chomsky, Prentki analyses the notion of welfare and development and the potential for 

applied theatre practice as a socio-political tool of resistance to reinstate the participant as 
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the expert in their own lives. From a global perspective the ólooked afterô represent 

ódeveloping countriesô kept on the receiving end of aid whilst the western world benefits 

greatly from their imposed position of powerlessness and dependency. The ólooked-afterô 

are óotheredô, epitomized as backward, not yet developed enough and lacking in the 

resources, know-how, common sense or intelligence to help themselves. We must 

therefore show them, show them how to be.  

 

Kleinôs The Shock Doctrine builds on these ideas detailing the brutality used to erase 

personal memory and cultural identities for research purposes and as part of invasion 

strategies. She cites her realisation that:  

 

 now the preferred method of advancing corporate goals [is] using moments of 

 collective trauma to engage in radical social and economic engineering.51  

 

Klein is concerned with óthe intersection between superprofits and megadisastersô and the 

use of shock and disorientation to drive the agenda of exploitation.52 Klein and Chomsky 

refer to the architects of the invasion and the architects of policy. They analyse the post-

war planning by these architects to design a global system in the interests of the super 

powers and the uses of terror, shock and disorientation to ódomesticate the expectations 

of the majorityô.53 Collectively these theorists establish the global patterns of domination 

as the developing world is used as a resource to finance the developed world, propaganda 

is used to rationalise invasion, processes of óotheringô are used to assert authority and 

homogeneity over those deemed in need, and óresearchô and ópolicyô are used to obscure 

óthe grotesque inequalities of the present momentô.54 This global perspective of the power 

techniques and political apparatuses used to ómake and unmake the legal frameworksô is 

relevant to my research because it outlines the power relations in the macro world of 
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welfare and begins to create a broad theoretical frame within which my research sits.55 It 

is these annihilated stories, cultures, rights and identities that applied theatre practice as a 

socio-political tool of intervention has been committed to rediscovering, and, in the 

process of rediscovering, has developed culturally appropriate, context-specific and 

person-centred strategies. Applied theatre as methodology has focused on ways to 

explore and respond to the specific needs and cultural diversities of those within the 

contexts in which it is operating. What the work has become and how it has been adapted 

within each example reflects a site-specific relationship with where it places itself. As 

Michael Balfour explains this is óbecause the work is constantly changing in response to 

the practical experienceô56. Prentki helps to further define the relationship between the 

context, the participants and the evolution of the creative praxis in this extract:   

 

there is no ócorrectô model; no workshop manual on how to do process. Again context is 

all. Specific circumstances give rise to specific strategies for realising the purpose of 

using theatre as a means for marginalised groups to represent and / or change their social 

reality. 
57 

 

This type of work is revolutionary because it is concerned with people and the essence of 

their identities in the face of homogeneity. As such it has the power to act as a site of 

resistance and as a tool to counter dominant influences that are shaping postmodern 

society; this is because it  

 

.....works to facilitate independence, to assist communities in a process of building a 

capacity for autonomous self-development. [It is] Participatory and democratic [and, as 

such] its principles are at odds with those of globalisation. It provides a means by which 

those whose indigenous culture is threatened by outside intervention cané.create a space 

in which to articulate that culture and to examine the social bases of communities on their 

own terms of devisingéthe present time is witnessing the most extreme, far-reaching 
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manifestation of colonialism yet devised. In the interests of financial gain, a tiny group of 

people is now working to colonise all the peoples of the earth: not with armies but with 

ideologies. It is not their lands that are being colonised but their mindsé
58

 

 

These themes of the colonisation of the mind and creating spaces to articulate culture 

feature throughout this chapter. I am interested in the radical spaces the workshop context 

can create and what self-development and independence can look like in different sites of 

practice. Prentki refers to ópopular theatreô works whilst elsewhere Kershaw uses the 

term óalternative theatre movementsô. Terminology within this field has been used 

differently in the attempt to encapsulate the multiple strands and trends that have 

emerged.59 As Thompson clarifies 

 

although [applied theatre] accepts the idea of a reconnection to the community, [it] 

should be understood as a contemporary theatre practice that has many different histories 

and varied rationales depending on where it is happening.
60

 

 

Within my research I have decided to use the term applied theatre/arts to describe my 

practice. What unifies the specific use of this type of work is the commitment to person-

centred practice that is adaptive and responsive to the specific circumstances of 

participants. Facilitators develop relationships with participant groups based on trust and 

negotiate spaces to experiment with the possibilities for applied theatre practice within 

the contextual boundaries and frames each opportunity provides. A fundamental part of 

the facilitation process is negotiations they embark on to achieve access and autonomy in 

each context. Prentki describes this as óthe tightrope walkô.61  These negotiations can be 

somewhat heightened and magnified when working within closed institutions as will be 

explored later on in this chapter. The distinct set of power relations, contextual 

complexities and the dynamics of the group shape the work and the types of outcomes it 

may have. It is these context-specific processes of negotiation that have informed 
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different strategies and genres of applied arts practice and have helped to discover new 

possibilities and potentials.   

 

The umbrella of this type of work is particularly broad because each example of practice 

is rooted in the realities of each setting and thus form, content and stories have varied 

vastly each time. My research into the use of applied theatre practice within child welfare 

arenas draws comparisons with Theatre for Development work (TfD), Theatre in 

Education (TIE), Drama in Education (DIE), Theatre in Prisons and Probation (TIPP) and 

process drama. These different genres each overlap with my own work in terms of 

models of work and uses of practice. However there has been a significant lack of 

research about the use of this type of work with looked after children in residential 

settings.
62

  

 

One of the few examples of theatre work with LAC that I discovered was a  play called 

óLost and Foundô that worked with a number of different young people in childrenôs 

homes across Hampshire.63 Unfortunately this production represented a crude example of 

an uncritical approach and insensitivity in terms of the relationship between the óreal 

contextô and the ófictional contextô. It had also been written for the young people by an 

outside playwright. This resulted in the young people not seeming to understand what the 

play was about, which, given its setting in a lost property office may have been a good 

thing? The central framing of the play took place in a lost property office where the staff 

of the office criticised people for being so careless with their things and awaited the 

collection of these lost, forgotten and unloved items. The young people were burdened 

with lengthy and intricate prose which they had been unable to memorise in time for the 

opening night resulting in them standing on stage reading from scripts. This example 
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raises important questions about the ethics involved in working with vulnerable groups 

and the role of applied theatre practice as a critically conscious counter practice to 

existing cultures which silence and dominate. The idea of voice, language and identity 

are central ideas and concerns of applied theatre practitioners and, therefore, a good show 

is defined by the quality of participation, ownership and liberation participants experience 

in the process of devising and producing pieces of work as opposed to them becoming 

somebody elseôs players.  

 

OôTooleôs visual deconstruction of the numerous contextual layers and concentric frames 

which come into play and are derivative of one another is particularly useful in 

considering how the fictional context and/or aesthetic of the work relates to the real 

context in terms of the politics and parameters of the real setting. This focus on where 

LAC are positioned in relation to the frameworks that surround them is a recurrent theme 

throughout my research. My use of applied theatre/arts as a tool is concerned with how 

the practice can research and negotiate within these contextual complexities to find ways 

to be of best use for participants as a counter to oppressive practices. This idea is further 

outlined in later sections regarding ownership and radical spaces and in Chapter 5 which 

details how the work took on different shapes, functions and forms as a context specific 

practice.  

 

Power Techniques in the Institutionalisation of Others  

 

Michel Foucault, Paulo Freire and Linda Tuhiwai Smith collaboratively form another 

layer to my conceptual framework with a particular focus on power relations and power 

techniques that help to illuminate how LAC are treated and processed by systems that 

alienate and exclude them. Foucault examines the use of history-making as a tool to 

maintain dominant order and silence the voices of the institutionalised and the use of 

discipline and punishment as a means to control and possess people. He is interested in 

the myths that construct and maintain dominant institutionsô power and control.
64

 Freireôs 
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ideas echo many of Foucaultôs concerns with regards to processes of disempowerment 

through oppressive systems of education and the restrictions placed on the learner in 

participating in their own development.65 Smithôs research into the colonisation of Maori 

peoples examines the impact of alien institutions of thought and theory on the lives of 

those óotheredô by these systems. She analyses the use of western sciences in the 

determination of Maori cultures and traditions and argues that these forms of 

categorisation robbed and raped Maori people of their cultural identities and ownership of 

self.
66

 These are specific patterns and processes relating to the treatment of LAC.  

 

Foucault examined the ópolicing of peopleô through power techniques which monitor, 

observe and restrict human behaviour and liberty. He described óthe administration over 

the ways in which people liveô as a political apparatus with which to take ownership over 

the souls of people.67 His analysis of the evolution of trends to discipline and punish and 

their particular functionalities in asserting and maintaining state control over the masses 

begin to frame how and where these techniques live on within modern-day society. They 

ranged from the ópublic spectacleô, used to project messages of compliance to the masses 

as a staged warning to others, to other more discreet punishments conducted behind 

closed doors to claim the souls from prisoners. He states: 

 

The expiation that once rained down upon the body must be replaced by a punishment 

that acts in depth on the heart, the thoughts, the will, the inclinationséDuring the 150 or 

200 years that Europe has been setting up its new penal systems, the judges have 

gradually, by means of a process that goes back very far indeed, taken to judging 

something other than crimes, namely, the ósoulô of the criminal.
68

 

 

These ideas are revisited in Chapter 4 with reference to young offenders in particular. 

Foucaultôs ideas about the ómythsô created by institutions help to frame my later analysis 
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of the contemporary use of policy to create a smoke-screen for real change, concern 

and/or action. Foucault advocated a more critical awareness of these myths and 

techniques and for a belief in the change that is possible through everyday interactions 

between people. He claimed that we collude with and strengthen the myths created by 

dominant institutions by believing in their unification and significance and asserts the 

idea that perhaps the state: 

 

is no more than a composite reality and a mythicised abstraction, whose importance is a 

lot more limited than many of us think.
69

  

 

Freire helps us to expand on these ideas by unpacking models of education that maintain 

a lack of critical thought and consciousness. He believed that by treating students as the 

passive recipients of knowledge, their ability to develop independent thought or engage 

in processes towards change is annulled. He uses what he sees as two central groups: the 

oppressors and the oppressed to characterise wider patterns of global oppression. 

Drawing from examples of interplays he uses the classroom context to explore the 

student-teacher relationship at any level, inside or outside the school. Central to Freireôs 

ideas is the claiming and possession of the soul by treating people as empty vessels to be 

filled with dominant ideas. He considers these one-way processes of education as 

representational of wider forms of dictatorship and forced forms of intervention and 

development, upon groups. Freire describes these oppressive patterns of knowledge-

transfer as the óbanking conceptô, as explained here:  

 

In the banking concept of education, knowledge is bestowed by those who consider 

themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to know nothing. Projecting 

an absolute ignorance onto others, a characteristic of the ideology of oppression, negates 

education and knowledge as processes of inquiryéInstead of communicating, the teacher 

issues communiqués and makes deposits which the students patiently receive, memorize 

and repeat.
70
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Processes of institutionalisation through Foucault and Freireôs examples are fostered 

through relationships of dependency on the dominant institution. The oppressed are made 

dependent on the instruction and direction from dominant institutions and denied 

opportunities for independent thought or reflection. Their sense of self and individuality 

is taken from them by their treatment as recipient and homogeneous groups. They are led 

to believe in the hidden voices of power within the rhetoric that maintains the myths. 

Within areas of welfare these power relations are prevalent and prevent genuine 

liberation from taking place. As Freire notes, if banking concepts are transferred into 

welfare projects, the oppressed simply become welfare recipients, remaining on the 

passive receiving end of aid and intervention.71 He explains that when attempts to help 

others are underpinned by imbalances of power and control this aid in reality becomes a 

ófalse act of generosityô as outlined here:  

 

the interests of the oppressors lie in changing the consciousness of the oppressed, not the 

situation which oppresses them [for]éthe more the oppressed can be led to adapt to that 

situation, the more easily they can be dominatedé.To achieve this end, the oppressors 

use the banking concept of education in conjunction with a paternalistic social action 

apparatus, within which the oppressed receive the euphemistic title of ñwelfare 

recipientsò. 
72 

 

These ideas help to frame the socio-political foundations of the statutory care system that 

óflourishedô under government subsidies and the protective umbrella of laws and sciences 

that fed and nurtured its growth (see Chapter 4). These systems were designed so that it is 

the need, deprivation and deficiencies of the oppressed/the children of the poor that feeds 

the oppressors/aid agencies. This imposed co-dependency between the institution and the 

welfare dependant was reflected in laws that protected the child welfare arena, giving 

ómore leeway in taking over care of children in the face of óprotesting parentsô.73 Freire 

states:  
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An unjust social order is the permanent fount of this ñgenerosityò, which is nourished by 

death, despair, and poverty. This is why the dispensers of false generosity become 

desperate at the slightest threat to its source. 
74 

 

Smith examines false acts of generosity through research and forced forms of 

intervention and development on Maori peoples. She explains how scientific processes of 

determination and categorisation systematically erased the Maori peopleôs traditions and 

beliefs by deeming them irrelevant and incorrect.75 The cultural identities, belief systems 

and foundations to their entire being were eradicated through the eyes of the western 

researcher and the dominant voice of knowledge and power. She states: 

 

Those observers of indigenous peoples whose interest was of a more óscientificô nature 

could be regarded as far more dangerous in that they had theories to prove, data to gather 

and specific languages by which they could classify and describe the indigenous world.
 76

  

 

These techniques directly reflect the experiences of the looked-after child trapped within 

an institutional framework that is dominated by science and an expert culture used to 

determine who and what they are (see Chapter 3). Smith goes on to discuss the 

contradictions between how Western and Maori cultures ósee the worldô and construct 

their theories and ideas. As with the child who is unable to meaningfully participate 

within adult, corporate contexts the colonisation of indigenous cultures reflects these 

same power techniques of alienation and exclusion. Science is used as a weapon in these 

contexts to prove superiority and determine the óvalueô of individuals and groups. These 

two extracts detail how science was used to determine LAC and Maori people: 

  

So, for example, skulls were measured and weighed to prove that óprimitiveô minds were 

smaller than the European mind. This was the óscienceô of craniometry.
77
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He listed twelve methods that could be used to determine to which category a child 

belonged. These methods included cranial measurements, how many moral defects the 

child had accumulatedé..Using these methods, ñafter a number of observations, 

sufficient data to be able to make a differential diagnosis of either neglect or 

degenerationò could be obtained.
78

 

 

Indigenous people were systematically disconnected from their places of origin, their 

languages and their social relations and own ways of thinking, feeling and interacting 

with the world. The óauthorship and authorityô of their stories and histories were 

reclaimed by the western academy deeming indigenous forms of literacy, interpretation 

and knowledge illegitimate.79 What happened to their land and their possessions was 

replicated through the systematic annihilation of their cultural identities. These forms of 

control and discipline are echoed throughout social care frameworks. They are detectable 

within the physical removal and relocation of young people from their families and 

places of origin, the processes used to research and define their needs, and the methods 

used to ócorrectô and control them. Through this critical perspective looked-after children 

are also colonised by western, scientific and corporate approaches to their ócareô.80 

Looked-after young people, as with the indigenous peoples, are disconnected from their 

childhoods and are prevented from being able to be children and young people. LAC are 

unable to explore their worlds or use a language and way of thinking that reflects their 

understanding of place and perspective. LAC are treated as homogeneous groups and are 

denied the opportunity for a critical perspective, sense of self or authorship and authority 

over their own histories and truths. The prevalence of an unfamiliar and adult system 

excludes and silences them from being able to meaningfully participate or even 

understand much of what is supposed to place them in the centre. Complicated legal 

proceedings, report writing and meetings dominate their worlds; the language and 

cultures of which prevent these children from being able to communicate or participate in 
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any genuine way. When young people challenge this treatment they are deemed 

disruptive and forced to comply by being restrained or deemed ótoo young to knowô what 

is best for them.81 Freire calls this óthe culture of silenceô, a technique used by oppressive 

systems to exclude and silence the voices and participation of óthe oppressedô.82 By 

finding ways to silence and exclude their voices there can only be one vision, one voice, 

one way of working which serves and suits the ideals and agendas of the oppressor. 

These ideas are encapsulated by Smithôs conclusions as to how colonisation is 

fundamental to control: 

 

The negation of indigenous views of history was a crucial part of asserting colonial 

ideology, partly because such views are regarded as óprimitiveô and óincorrectô and 

mostly because they challenged and resisted the mission of colonisation .
83

 

 

At the core of Foucault, Freire and Smithôs ideas are the themes of communication, 

ownership, identity, relationships and processes of institutionalisation. Science acts as the 

tool, or political apparatus in each example with which to restrict, control and óotherô 

groups; making appalling acts of abuse and dehumanisation acceptable in the name or 

myth of research and development. In these examples, as with the global perspectives 

introduced in the previous section, Western systematic and scientific systems have been 

used as a language and as a currency with which to exclude and classify people to serve 

an imperialistic agenda and vision of righteousness. The oppressed (Freire), othered / 

colonised (Smith), institutionalised (Foucault) are excluded through processes of 

alienation from systems owned by dominant institutions of power.  These ósystematic and 

scientificô approaches to social research and human development create a óregime of 

truthô that suffocates the opportunity for the individual to contribute to this developing 

theory.84 Scientific research methods box and categorise people through the eyes of the 

researcher and the classifications of the dominant academy. Scientific and systematic 

approaches to education teach by compartmentalising knowledge and ways of knowing; 
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disconnecting the students from the inquiry and, more significantly, the question 

underpinning the inquiry.  

 

to alienate human beings from their own decision-making is to change them into 

objects.
85

 

 

the Western academy which claims theory as thoroughly western, which has constructed 

all the rules by which the indigenous world has been theorized, indigenous voices have 

been overwhelmingly silencedé.The act, let alone the art and science, of theorizing our 

own existence and realities is not something which many indigenous people assume is 

possible.
86 

 

By disconnecting people and their experiences from history-making a world view is 

created that suits and reflects the imperialistic imagination reinforcing this ópower-

knowledgeô relationship throughout history.87  The only voice is that of the history-writer 

creating a subtly disguised dominant perspective of right and wrong/fiction and fact.  

In humanitarian programmes systematic and scientific methods are used to disconnect 

people from being involved in decision-making processes and/or opportunities to define 

what development means to them. Even though these interventions are hailed as projects 

of liberation, empowerment and stabilisation, visions of development are forced 

downwards upon them. Prentki argues that these processes of decolonisation are, in 

reality, simply a repetition of colonisation:  

 

Western governments set up departments of overseas development and non-governmental 

agencies mushroomed in the new spirit of righting the ancient wrongs of the colonial era, 

whilst ensuring the old power relations remained in placeéé..Having firmly placed 

these nations in the camp of óthe otherô, the strategy was to impose development 

imperatives upon them intended to make them more like óusô. 
88
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This thesis is concerned with how these trends of institutionalised, western interventions 

are colonising the lives and development of LAC. There are approximately 60,000 young 

people in local authority care at any one time all of whom are being parented by a system 

dominated by these power techniques.89  For those who are on full care orders, living 

within childrenôs homes and/or incarcerated within the secure estate (STCs and YOIs) 

there is little or no opportunity for them to experience anything other than these cultures 

of ócareô. Research conducted by Stanley, Manthrope and Penhale highlights the 

differences cited by young people with regard to living within institutions or being 

fostered within the community:  

 

The two worst things about being in care most frequently cited by respondents were 

separation from family and friends, and rules and regulations and formalities. This study 

also included children in foster care who were twice as likely to find nothing wrong with 

being looked after as were those children living in institutions.
90

 

 

The macro impact of these processes of globalisation / colonisation / institutionalisation 

on society is that people cease to exist because their identities have been stolen from 

them and replaced by the theory of another or by a number used in the place of their 

name. People become passive, non reactive, disillusioned masses with an inability to 

think critically about the worlds within which they live and see change as only something 

that is possible if dominant institutions and power bodies take action. They have been 

turned into robots that wait for instruction and believe all they are told through the 

various methods of programming that engulf and perforate their worlds. They are 

stigmatised into believing they are lower and less than what has been presented as a 

superior race and are therefore incapable of using their own, internal resources and 

knowledge. They wait for handouts and instruction from those more capable of making 

things better for them. As they wait nothing does get better, just more complicated and 

entwined with systems and processes that they are told map the route towards change. 

They become dependent on these promises and give up on finding or believing in an 
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alternative. Their eradicated sense of self and identity is replaced by a theory belonging 

to someone else as to what and who they are and therefore what and who they are capable 

of becoming. The disposition of their individualities and identities means they lose their 

sense of self and become dependent on further instruction and diagnosis from the experts. 

The impact of these systems on society is that people are stripped of any power, belief, 

hope, individuality and strength because this has been reclaimed by another, more 

powerful and qualified body, to control. These selected quotes illuminate how the young 

people from Main-place felt about living within these institutional settings:  

 

Me: What would change if you could change anything about the care system?  

Aaron: .everyone either goes back home or is fostered straight away otherwise the foster 

parents are arrested, taken into custody, taken into courténo, otherwise the kids get 

compensation. 

 

Me: What are your dislikes?  

Emily: Living in a childrenôs home, I donôt like living in a childrenôs home thatôs the 

only dislike Iôve goté.itôs not homely, itôs not homely at all.
91

 

 

Katherine: Sometimes I feel like Iôm trapped and squashed into a little box and I canôt get 

out.
92

 

 

The reality is LAC are indeed trapped within a boxed network of political apparatus and 

homes are not homely because care, comfort and emotion have been strategically 

removed from the structures that frame and define their immediate settings.  

 

Iron Homes and Total Institutions  

 

Erving Goffmanôs analysis of ótotal institutionsô and their common characteristics 

establish an important sub-concentric frame at this point in relation to the óiron homesô of 
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institutionalised care settings.93 He critiques the nuances of interplays within asylums that 

define the experience for inmates and assert the authority of the staff. Goffman echoes 

previous ideas about the possession of people and the claiming of their souls with specific 

examples of how this happens within the closed arena of asylums. His disseminations of 

these power techniques in their material play help to bring to life the day-to-day 

processes of institutionalisation. Goffman critiques the óstripping of personal protectionsô 

as a crucial component in the ócurtailment of the selfô and the process of ótrimmingô and 

óprogrammingô that shapes and codes the individual into an object that can be 

 

fed into the administrative machinery of the establishment, to be worked on smoothly by 

routine operations.
94

 

 

He describes the mortification of the individual through the pawing and fingering of their 

possessions, the bagging up of these items and the issuing of substitute possessions 

óclearly marked as really belonging to the institutionô.95 These themes contextualise how 

identity is eradicated and replaced within institutional settings. He describes the barrier 

that total institutions place between the inmate and their home worlds and the persistent 

tension created through this separation as a óstrategic leverage in the management of 

menô.
96

 What is meant by this is that by segregating inmates from their ópersonal 

protectionsô the inmate loses control over the guise in which he appears before others, 

thus suffering a violation of the territories of self. As with Smithôs ideas about the 

authorship and authority of self belonging to another, Goffman contextualises these 

processes through his descriptions of the techniques used in asylums and their impact:  

 

facts about the inmateôs social statuses and past behaviour ï especially discreditable facts 

ï are collected and recorded in a dossier available to staffé. [this means] the inmate has 

to expose facts and feelings about self to new kinds of audiences [and] loses control over 

who observes himéor knows about his past.
97
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These themes resonate strongly with Foucaultôs notions of the dominant voices of history 

making and the claiming of the souls of prisoners through processes that re-author them. 

Other observations focus on the power these settings bestow on the staff and the culture 

of cycles of punishment. These observations raise interesting ideas as to how these 

settings desecrate the normal spheres of life resulting in the un-training of inmates for life 

on the outside. The extreme power imbalances and access to dossiers detailing inmates 

previous and on-going behaviour means:  

 

an inmateôs conduct in one scene of activity is thrown up to him by staff as a comment 

and checké.in another context.
98

  

 

This creates óloopingô patterns of punishment that takes the previous behaviour of 

inmates and re-uses them to condemn them further in unrelated contexts.  

 

Through the process of looping, then, the inmateôs reaction to his own situation is 

collapsed back into this situation itself...he is not allowed to retain the usual segregation 

of these phases of actionéminute segments of a personôs line of activity may be 

subjected toé.judgements by staff; the inmateôs life is penetrated by constant 

sanctioningéEach specification robs the individual of an opportunity to balance his 

needs and objectives in a personally efficient wayéThe autonomy of the act is 

violatedé
99

 

 

These ideas are crucial in understanding the impact of these power techniques on the 

development and sense of self of young people subjected to this treatment. Later work by 

Goffman, Wolf Wolfensburg and StephanTullman further integrate ideas to analyse the 

impact of stigma, socially constructed identities and óthe principle of normalizationô.
100

 In 

relation to my research these ideas are paramount in considering how the demonised 

young person can óbecomeô the identity re-issued to him/her-self in terms of believing 

they are bad. This point is expanded within Chapter 4 along with a broader view of the 
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criminalisation of the children of the poor historically. Here Wolfensberger and Tullman 

help to encapsulate the effects of the trends on the development of individual self-

perception: 

 

How a person is perceived and treated by others will, in turn, strongly determine how that 

person subsequently behaves. The more consistently a person is perceived as deviant, 

therefore, the more likely it will be that he or she will conform to that expectation and 

emit the kinds of behaviour that are socially expected, often behaviours that are not 

valued by society..
101

  

 

Other useful comparisons and analogies from Goffmanôs research are around 

óinstitutional displaysô and ópet inmatesô; both of which highlight specific strategies used 

to project a fictional representation of participation and positive experience in these 

settings. These trends are revisited in Chapter 6 when examining the manifestation of pet 

inmates in social care contexts and the expectation for me to help create institutional 

displays as opposed to participatory practice. Goffman explains that these displays have 

ólittle to do with facts of institutional lifeô but are part of giving an óappropriate image of 

the establishmentô to visitors, governors and parents.
102

 

 

Goffman, rather poignantly, calls for a reassessment of care / treatment which calls for a 

more individualised, person-specific approach and a critical consciousness within the 

discipline of social welfare, which is the crux of this investigation into applied theatre as 

a tool of empowerment within social care settings. He states:   

 

I plead the state of our discipline. I think that at present, if sociological attempts are to be 

treated with affection, each must be traced back to where it best applies, followed from 

there wherever it seems to lead, and pressed to disclose the rest of its family. Better, 
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perhaps, different coats to clothe the children well than a single splendid tent in which 

they all shiver
103

.  

 

A Vision for Liberation  

 

The ósolutionô or revolution to these processes of disempowerment, as defined by 

Foucault, Freire and Smith is embedded within creative processes that are able to liberate 

the oppressed from these psychological óchainsô. Foucault, Freire and Smith deconstruct 

the use of autobiographical and culturally specific processes to free participants from 

these hidden power techniques and processes of colonisation. Their combined theories for 

a liberatory praxis helps to construct a framework for the specific efficiencies of applied 

arts-based practice within social care settings. Foucault states:  

 

the question or questions that have to be asked are: ñWhat types of knowledge are you 

trying to disqualify when you say that you are a science? What speaking subject, what 

discursive subject, what subject of experience and knowledge are you trying to minorize 

when you say: óI speak this discourse, I am speaking a scientific discourse, and I am a 

scientistô.104  

 

Foucault asserts the importance of the counter-narrative as a discourse against power and 

as a way of destabilising the reductive analysis that is intrinsic throughout history-

making. He testifies to the importance of voicing the lived experiences of those silenced 

through scientific ways of producing and presenting knowledge. In opposition to 

constructing abstract theories about these óothersô through the eyes of the scientist, 

Foucault believed in the power of the counter-narrative and the validity of the personal 

experience:   
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it is this form of discourse which ultimately matters, a discourse against power, 

the counter ï discourse of prisoners and those we call delinquents ï and not a 

theory about delinquency.105  

 

By magnifying the individual stories and theories of those trapped and objectified within 

these institutions the ómythô of the unified state can be contradicted and deconstructed as 

with the premise of this chapterôs opening ideas regarding A.T as a participatory and 

democratic tool. The act of people telling their own truths and countering dominant 

theories and ways of knowing can empower people to own their own histories and enable 

history to be more than his-story. By ólocalizing the struggleô so that it becomes for, with 

and about the personal experiences of those who have been silenced the power-

knowledge relationship is challenged and can begin to be restructured from the 

perspective of the story-teller, the oppressed, the excluded, colonised and silenced.  

 

beginning to speak in the domain of history, recounting a history, is therefore simply not 

a matter of describing a relationship of forceé.He is doing so in order to modify the very 

disposition and current equilibrium of the relations of force.
106

  

 

Fundamental to these processes of liberation is the critical consciousness of these power 

imbalances and their nuances and manifestations. As Foucault, Freire and Smith profess a 

counter-revolution that simply replicates patterns of a one-way dominant system is not 

one that addresses the relations of force. Therefore a revolution against institutional 

oppression must not emulate zero-sum notions of power but instead highlight the 

individualities of experiences within these settings. An important crux to Foucaultôs ideas 

is that people need to take responsibility for the ways in which they are integral to 

administrating forms of control over others. The perception that these power-techniques 

are the norm and the way in which things have óalways been doneô ensures a lack of 

critical consciousness that keeps these practices in place. Foucault was passionate about 

destabilising and dismantling the myths by illuminating the counter realities of people 
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within oppressive systems. Through the counter-perspective of what it feels like to live 

within institutional contexts through the stories of the so called delinquents there is the 

potential to re-humanise these systems. By making óthe vehiclesô of suppression, for 

example senior members of staff in care contexts, aware of and exposed to these stories, 

the myth that is the institution can be challenged and the necessity for collusion in order 

to keep these systems in place, revealed as explained here:   

 

Power must be analysed as something which circulates, or as something which only 

functions in the form of a chainépower is employed and exercised through a net like 

organizationé. individuals are the vehicles of power, not its points of application 
107

 

 

Smith further develops the idea that empowerment exists in the opportunity to reclaim 

history by órerighting and rewritingô it from the perspectives of those who have been 

excluded from it.108 She is particularly alert to how these stories can be told and the 

appropriate methodologies used to facilitate this goal. Smith examines decolonising 

methodologies and the empowerment of participants through processes of self-

determination. She explores the significance of communities becoming the active 

participants and co-researchers of research projects instead of being treated as the objects 

of research, owned by someone else. She advocates for new pedagogies to be developed 

with and by indigenous/oppressed people, explaining:  

 

Indigenous people want to tell our own stories, write our own versions, in our own ways, 

for our own purposes.
109

  

 

Smith is specific as to how research agendas can be used to help heal groups and enable 

them to reclaim their histories, identities and sense of self. Integral to these processes are 

the development of new research techniques and models which are invented and therefore 

owned by those involved. Liberation through this combined conceptual lens, therefore, 

has to allow participants to have a voice and own the medium through which their voice 
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is communicated by taking ownership of the processes and agendas underpinning 

research and representation:   

 

Self determination in a research agenda becomes something more than a political goal. It 

becomes a goal of social justice which is expressed through and across a wide range of 

psychological, social, cultural and economic terrains. 
110

 

 

This places a necessary emphasis on the experience of doing and developing liberatory 

practice as opposed to it imposing upon and / or testing or proving anything. Freireôs 

ideas about the oppressed being integral to the enquiry and the motivation behind the 

enquiry echo these theories. In contrast to one-way forms of communication that dictate 

and instruct, he argues that processes of conscientisation facilitate dialogue, create 

opportunities for communication and explore the individualôs specific realities. People 

are therefore able to gain a critical awareness of their situations and use this knowledge to 

empower and liberate themselves from domination. He states: 

 

Reflection upon situationality is reflection about the very conditions of existence: critical 

thinking by means of which people discover each other to be ñin a situationò. Only as this 

situation ceases to present itself as a dense, enveloping reality or a tormenting blind alley, 

and they can perceive it as an objective-problematic situation-only then can commitment 

existé. Intervention in reality-historical awareness itself-thus represents a step forward 

from emergence, and results from the conscientizacao of the situation. Conscientizacao is 

the deepening of the attitude of awareness characteristic of all emergence.
111

  

 

These ideas help to critically frame the use of applied theatre in social care settings and 

the Main-place project as a preliminary example of this work with LAC. The research 

and devising processes used in the Main-place project helped the young people to better 

recognise their situations and reflect on their feelings of frustration. They began to 

identify their specific sources of oppression and refocus their feelings of resentment away 

from each other by critiquing the care system and the specific things that troubled them. 

Their óindividual piecesô acted as óindividual theoriesô about being in care and acted as 
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unique testimonies of their individualities. These pieces, when performed, helped to 

destabilise and inform dominant assumptions about looked after children, who they are, 

what they need and what they are capable of. The performance event critiqued the care 

system from the young peopleôs perspectives and, in doing so, countered dominant theory 

and some of the myths. The audience members were offered the opportunity to better 

recognise their role in administering and maintaining oppressive practices and to realise 

their positioning within the oppressive frameworks surrounding this immediate setting. 

The audience were educated by young people with some of the evidence from their 

written and verbal feedback suggesting an enhanced critical awareness of the existing 

trends within the care system and where they stood in relation to them. The person-

specific strategies that evolved through the work, resulting in five very different types of 

presentations both in content and form, reflected a unique process of self-determination 

through the research and representation of self. New methods evolved with the work that 

enabled the practice to be owned and shaped by those involved. Throughout the project 

the young people were encouraged to have authorship and authority over their own truths 

and the projection of these truths to others. These quotes help to demonstrate the impact 

of this work on some of the audience members:  

 

I think the directness of the approach meant we saw it as it is and just how immediate it is 

for young people. We recognise it in our own children but may not be as aware for 

children who are looked after.
112

  

 

The project was positive because the yps were allowed to voice their opinions and be 

really listened to and a platform given to them to enable them to air their views to people 

within s/service they normally would not come in contact with ie. Team Managers, Ast 

Directors etcé.. I think the play had an impact on the audience, and I think they were 

very surprised with the young peopleôs talents and skillsé
113
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Pedagogy and Practice  

 

bell hooks acts as somewhat of a bridge at this point, linking the theories of Foucault, 

Freire, Smith and Goffman with immediacy for action. Her terminology aligns with 

Smithôs with regards to ónaming our painô and processes of óself-actualisationô in the 

fight against passivity in knowledge production and colonial, male dominated biases 

within educational / world theory.114 What she adds to my conceptual framework is a 

sense of urgency and a passion for praxis, as demonstrated here: 

 

We must build ñcommunityò in order to create a climate of openness and intellectual 

rigor
115

. 

 

There will be no gap between feminist theory and feminist practice
116

  

 

hooks echoes the core philosophies of Smith, Foucault and Freire whilst adding a sense 

of urgency for action. What is unique about hooksô theories is the notion of sharing 

yourself as the teacher / facilitator within the classroom context. These ideas as the basis 

of recognising ourselves within the roles we play and being aware of our relationships 

and representations to others  are crucial in ensuring, as facilitators and authentic 

teachers, we do not become blinded to the hidden voices within theory or present our 

truths as dominant, non-negotiable givens. hooks helps to home in on the importance of 

processes of reflection and critical consciousness in ensuring practice does not replicate 

and enforce the vision of one more powerful and equipped expert. She builds on the 

ófalse dichotomy between theory and practiceô citing her frustrations in witnessing 

liberatory theory framed by and delivered through oppressive pedagogies.117 These trends 

are illuminated in my own research with regards to working in óliberatoryô child welfare 

contexts and through my anticipations for new, emerging child welfare policy and the 

consistent lack of impact on or commitment to, actual change (see Chapter 7 in 
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particular). hooks returns to the need for an appropriate pedagogical framework and a 

praxis to realise genuine liberatory ideas.  

 

I think so many progressive political movements fail to have a lasting impacté..precisely 

because there is not enough understanding of ñpraxisò.
118

 

 

At the heart of my practice-based research agenda is the commitment to develop 

something meaningful and useful and to find ways to effectively translate / transfer this 

praxis within child welfare settings. hooks is concerned with the same vision within 

classrooms for students / society made to believe domination is natural, enabling 

capitalism to exist and prevail. She discusses how the hidden power techniques within 

education systems have created a capitalist climate of competitiveness underpinned by 

the belief that to over-power is to succeed, to ówinô, to be the expert. These are all pivotal 

ideas in relation to the treatment of LAC within child welfare systems and the ways in 

which society has become blinded to and proactive in, the othering, demonisation and 

criminalisation of young people within their communities (see Chapter 4). These 

capitalist climates are further manifested in the relationships young people construct 

between one another, reflected in the pecking orders of residential homes and evident in 

the gang warfare played out on the streets (see Chapters 5, 6 and 8). 

 

hooks calls for a liberatory pedagogy in órecognising the value of the individual voiceô 

that creates a óclimate of opennessô in which students / young people / staff can come to 

voice, name their pain and create a radical space for transformation. 119  These radical 

spaces as places for transformation are contextualised in my research through the 

symbolism of the workshop space framed by oppressive and rigid systems. In contrast to 

collaborative classrooms and climates of openness hooks is specific as to what prevents 

genuine liberatory praxis in terms of forced, one-way confessional narratives, echoing 

Goffmanôs ideas about forced social relationships. She discusses the imposition and 

burden placed on the ónative informerô which is useful in defining my observations of 

young people treated as ómini-politiciansô in processes saturated with acts of false 
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generosity, as will be explored in Chapter 6. These ideas draw parallels with Goffmanôs 

pet inmates.  

 

hooks takes us on a journey, rooted in her commitment to óimagine and enact pedagogical 

practicesô that engage: 

 

both the concern for interrogating biaseséwhilst simultaneously providing new ways to 

teach.
120

  

 

These ideas help to frame my own adapted approaches as the reflexive practitioner and 

what I attempted to generate amongst the professionals I worked alongside. hooks 

testifies that teaching is a performative act and urges that the óengaged voice must never 

become fixedô.121 She expresses her disappointment in those who teach liberatory theory 

and yet whose ópedagogical practices are mired in structures of dominationô and those 

who expect students to share confessional narratives and yet are unwilling to share 

themselves.122  She advocates for professors / teachers to engage in processes of óself-

actualisationô to enhance their ability to live more fully and deeply.
 123

 Building on 

Foucaultôs notions of localising the struggle hooks advocates for training sites where 

teachers have the opportunity to express their concerns while experimenting with 

collaborative and inclusive ways of teaching. In Chapter 7 my proposals as to how this 

can happen in social care contexts take on the form of ógames roomsô placed as fissures 

within social care frameworks. hooks advocates for a commitment to embrace struggle 

and sacrifice as the role of the practitioner involved in this type of work. She interrogates 

notions of voice and language intently with reference to the annihilation of the other by 

speaking for them and becoming the author of their stories, as is a fundamental theme in 

Smithôs work. This quote is powerful in visualising what happens through the culture of 

report writing that dominants social work practice:  
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No need to hear your voice when I can talk about you better than you can speak about 

yourself. No need to hear your voice. Only tell me about your pain. I want to know your 

story. And then I will tell it back to you in a new wayéin such a way that it has become 

mine, my owné.I am still author, authority.
124

  

 

These themes of language, voice and articulation run deeply throughout my research. 

They particularly feature in the obsession with finding óarticulate childrenô as native 

informers and pet inmates in specific sites of practice, as discussed in Chapter 7, and in 

my own concerns with not wanting to exclusively use a monolithic scholarly voice in the 

construction of this thesis. Language and voice exist as an embedded vein within applied 

theatre practice in the search for new languages and the potential for different 

performance text as a language that can magnify and find the voices of participants. 

Spaces for resistance, radical creative spaces, public dialogues and work within the 

margins are imperative in conceptualising how my use of applied theatre within this 

research project has forged spaces and fissures:  

 

from which to see and create, to imagine alternatives, new worlds.
125

 

 

The analysis of  these will form the body  of this work in context. hooks is effective in 

translating core conceptual apparatus into practice-based ideas. She is concerned with our 

lack of access to truth and the ways in which teaching practices can revolutionise.   

  

Forget about the fact that capitalism requires the existence of a mass underclass of 

surplus labouréLying takes the form of mass media éit becomes evident that part of 

our contemporary crisis is created by a lack of meaningful access to truth.
126  

 

These combined theorists frame my research problem in a way that looks at the dominant 

voice of Western institutions and their specific uses of óresearchô, history-making and 

power-knowledge structures to create a regime of truth. Through their stigmatisations and 
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categorisations of others and their languages used to silence, limit and define they have 

erased the voices, truths, cultures and individualities of others. The hidden voices of 

power, presented as absolute truth, have convinced society that there is only one way of 

seeing and dealing with those othered and de-humanised. These institutions have created 

myths to maintain their power and control over others and have curtailed the ability of 

society to conceive / imagine any other way of being. Through their hidden power 

techniques and processes of annihilation of other world views they have robbed those on 

the receiving end of their interventions and development programmes of being able to 

imagine any other way of being either. This, as we have seen, is achieved through the 

disorientation, dislocation and stripping of the identity kits that each individual possesses 

as a map routing their distinct cultural complexities and voice of experience.  

 

Through the authoritative voice of the expert and specific strategies used to assume 

absolute ignorance from both the oppressed and the administrators of these forms of 

oppression, structures have been put into place to create a one-way hierarchy of power 

and power-knowledge. Those within these structures are led to believe in the myths of 

these institutions and are prevented / distracted from opportunities of critical thought. 

They are trapped physically and psychologically in the imperialist, capitalist vision based 

on the assertion of power of one onto another. These structures and settings are designed 

to distort human behaviour and to restrict and condemn relationships based on trust and 

humanity. Because of this the othered can remain as the other and actions of resistance 

and non-compliance can be easily framed by the institution as more evidence that these 

patients / inmates / underdeveloped are less than humans and in need of their óhelpô.  

 

Processes of institutionalisation have a multi-pronged attack that is rooted in erasing 

memory and the demeaning of personal knowledge bases. People are objectified and 

mortified leaving them with no resources with which to fight. They are categorised and 

stigmatised, re-written and alienated from the inquiry that is into their souls. They too are 

convinced of these stigmatisations and begin to act-out in their new roles because there is 

no way to escape the framework of theory that encases them. Their new-truths are 

replayed to them daily to remind them of who they are, in the image of the expert 
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institution. They become trapped because they have been separated from their home 

worlds and personal protections which have been erased through their re-authoring. The 

policing, looping and segmenting of their actions has deskilled them and successfully 

created a co-dependent relationship between the institution and the institutionalised. They 

have been óbroken ï inô.  

 

Due to the dominance of these world views, and the power-knowledge relationships and 

interplays that secure them, development and empowerment is distorted and stuck within 

the same apparatus that defines these oppressive regimes. False acts of generosity and 

paternalistic approaches to social action characterise attempts to óright the old wrongsô. 

The voices recognised as having been silenced are ôtreatedô to fragmented opportunities 

to play as native informers and pet inmates by engaging in óinstitutional displaysô, 

opportunities for which they should be grateful. Their stories / art work / languages are 

exploited to demonstrate that the oppressors are listening and do care. These false acts of 

generosity lack any real impact because the structures and dominant ideologies remain 

the same. Smith highlights this in her stories about Maori peoples being expected to 

ódress upô.127 Freire summarises this in terms of the oppressors being unable to empower 

because óthe oppressor who is himself dehumanized because he dehumanizes others, is 

unable to lead this struggleô; a theme which is further unpacked in Chapter 7. 128 

 

The Role of the Facilitator and the Possibilities for Applied Theatre as a Tool for 

Empowerment  

 

The contexts and approaches these theorists each assert as sites for liberation are integral 

to applied theatre practice and theory. The languages through which to name our pain, tell 

our stories and create counter-hegemonic discourse have been developed through applied 

theatre practice in a range of different forms. The awareness of false acts of generosity as 

a further instrument for dehumanisation has been theorised throughout practitionersô 

development of reflexive, critical approaches and through critiques of their ótightrope 
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walksô. The potential for border crossings and changing institutions that deal with people 

rather than people for institutions has been researched in relation to the worksô interplays 

with different frameworks and the impacts of this practice on an individual, group and 

organisational level.   

 

The following section examines the considerations necessary in developing an ethical and 

liberatory applied theatre practice by examining the strategies of practitioners to create 

radical spaces. This section examines issues of colluding and commodifying and the 

ópromises and pitfallsô of trying to engage in empowering practice. 129 It examines the 

languages of the setting and the new languages that are made possible through applied 

theatre work. The concluding part of this chapter is led by this extract from Hughes that 

usefully sets this agenda and frames the specific considerations of the applied arts 

practitioner working in context:  

 

The search for an empowering set of practices is an ongoing practical, methodological 

and philosophical challenge for applied theatreé.three areas for further analysis have 

emerged: exploration of the creative and imaginative skills and capacities of the applied 

theatre practitioner; increased attention to complexity in understanding the process and 

impact of applied theatre as an intervention; and more focus on the wider political and 

ethical questions relating to the applied theatre interventions.
130

 

 

Ownership and Radical Spaces  

 

Central to my arguments are that within the power apparatuses that compartmentalise and 

fragment the daily lives of LAC there is a ódecentringô from the needs and voices of 

young people onto the duties, procedures and mechanical operations of the system. This 

represents the colonisation of space and time and a disruption to the freedom to learn, 

experiment and develop innate skills. Radical creative spaces working in this context 

therefore have to ensure a reframing of the young people into a óposition of influenceô to 
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create a sense of liberation within these spaces that works to counter their feelings of 

powerlessness and anonymity.131  In each new context the ócreative and imaginative 

skillsô of the practitioner need to be utilised in considering what existing trends of 

oppression are evident and how young people can take hold of the work within the 

workshop context. Heathcote, Peter OôConnor and OôToole among others, provide useful 

examples of how young people have been óreframedô into positions of influence within 

school based settings. Their uses of óprocess dramaô demonstrate the empowerment of 

young people through collaborative and creative learning experiences and research 

programmes that counter expert cultures and one-way banking systems in education 

settings. Heathcote, in particular, was a pioneer for radicalising conventional teaching 

practice that deskilled and undermined students, stating: 

 

I really think itôs a real shame that weôve set up our schools so that children donôt feel 

they can take power.
132

  

 

Heathcote was concerned with creating two-way learning environments and developed a 

plethora of teaching techniques and theory explicitly committed to engaged pedagogy 

and learning communities:  

 

Thus the very foundation of é.Heathcoteôs methodology is focused on the school 

curriculum at a level that demands the integrity of scholarship. It will be a long time 

before our leading educationalists and politicians recognise the potential in her worké
133

 

 

Gavin Bolton goes on to explain that Heathcote had found a way of bringing the power of 

make-believe into the classroom óso that her pupils can be inside the skin of the expertô 

and achieve óhis sense of joyous intellectual adventureô.134 These techniques of placing 

the participants in the role of the expert are echoed by OôConnor whose work presents 

important parallels with my research. His use of process drama to develop a large-scale, 
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multi-disciplinary research programme around issues of family violence is significant in 

realising the efficiency of this work as a research and development tool. In this extract he 

explains how the use of different frames and ócontractsô within this project places the 

participant in the role of the games master / expert and how, through this role, the young 

people are placed in a position of influence over both the fictional and real frame:  

 

a tension is established early in the work, through the contract of resolving the familyôs 

issues and the studentsô gaming success. Students play the game, and at the same time get 

lost in helping the family and lose and also find their own story in the process.
135

  

 

OôConnorôs work offers a tangible and coherent example of the efficiencies of applied 

theatre as a tool within social care contexts for the purposes of group-led participatory 

research into the causes and potential resolutions to family violence. This work resonates 

with my own pieces of commissioned work with LAC around preventative measures of 

coming into care and underlines the potential for this type of work to offer new 

approaches to doing research with, rather than to, young people. 136 There is no one way to 

create empowering contexts for participants but rather the role of the facilitator is about 

engaging in an ongoing practical, methodological and philosophical search through the 

practice as to what empowerment can and should mean in relation to where and with 

whom it is operating. In my experience this ósearchô has helped to develop more defined 

ideas of the considerations necessary to foster an atmosphere of acceptance and non 

judgement as well as developing specific techniques that can help to signal that the 

workshop space is a counter-context to oppressive regimes (as explored throughout 

Chapter 5). Heathcote describes her approach in relation to this idea, in terms of meeting 

young people ówhere they areô and seeing beyond the labels and stigmas often attached to 

young people:  
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If I am to aspire to excellence as a teacher, I must be able to see my pupils as they really 

are. I mustnôt discourage them ï I must accept them. This means adjusting myself to my 

pupils, and seeing things from another standpoint. 

I must also preserve an interest in my students and, in this way, grasp something of their 

potential. I must see what they are in the process of becoming. When children come to us 

with labels éé.we tend to shut our minds to change: but the ability to preserve an 

interest in children prevents teachers from stereotyping them in all sorts of ways. As an 

excellent teacher, I must not be afraid to move out of my centre, and meet the children 

where they are.
137

 

 

Throughout my practice as research it has been important to be aware of óbody, posture, 

tone and word choiceô to signal that I am not the óoppressorô as well as taking the lead in 

sharing personal narratives with participants to counter the notion of the face-less 

professional.138  As the facilitator working within these contexts I sought to create spaces 

that offered an alterative to the boxing and categorisations of LAC and to demonstrate a 

non-oppressive interplay with LAC. Practitioners such as Brian Way and Peter Slade 

have been committed to creating spaces within which young people can explore and 

develop innate skills and connect with their óinner resourcefulnessô.139 In contexts that 

homogenise young people and in systems concerned with sameness, creative practice, in 

these examples, has been used to develop identity and empower young people through 

open-ended creative processes of self discovery, as Way explains:   

 

Drama is concerned with the individuality of individuals, with the uniqueness of each 

human essenceéopportunity for actually doing the arts is sometimes the wisest way of 

developing individuality.
140

 

 

This theme of developing individuality is a strong feature in Bernie Warrenôs work in 

hospitals with young people where he sets precedence around the importance of children 
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to be able to create óunique marksô.141 In the hospital setting which can be strange and 

scary for young people and within which their bodies are objectified Warren advocates 

the significance of exploring their unique marks or óthumbprintsô as liberatory processes 

of quiet inner discovery. Both Warren and Thompson are interested in exploring the 

individual markings of participants and the ways in which this type of work can help 

participants to reconnect with and discover their sense of self. Helen Nicholson develops 

these ideas in relation to the óradical creative spaceô created by applied arts interventions. 

She claims that these spaces are radical both in terms of the workshop space itself and the 

symbolism of these spaces within restrictive frameworks. These ideas relate to Prentkiôs 

notions of óperson-centred learningô and Kershawôs ideas about ócreating fissuresô within 

contextual confines. Both are useful in determining how I set about developing work as a 

contradiction to dominant practices that can condemn and curtail the development of 

young people to create opportunities for them to engage in reflexive practice.  As 

Nicholson helps to explain: 

 

Creative spaces are those in which people feel safe enough to take risks and to allow 

themselves and others to experience vulnerability. It is creative moments of transition 

that enable participants to move out of restricted spaces ï literally or symbolically ï and 

beyond identities that are fixed and codified by particular spatial practices into new forms 

of social identification.
142

 

 

Chapters 5 and 6 have been dedicated to examining my own use of creative spaces. 

Within these chapters I will disseminate my approach in the childrenôs homes and the 

formulation of a pedagogy and praxis as an outcome of this as practice-based research. 

Chapter 6 explores how this praxis conflicted with and challenged dominant cultures 

within specific organisational structures and the ways in which this further informed 

ideas about existing power structures and techniques. The specific complexities of 
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óempowermentô in relation to the broader frameworks encompassing sites of practice will 

be explored below.  

 

Processes of Negotiation, Issues of Colluding and the Commodification of practice  

 

In order to remain critically and ethically aware of the politics and potential impacts of 

applied theatre as an intervention it is crucial to understand these new worlds, their 

languages, conventions and ideological make-up. Thompsonôs critiques of work within  

prison settings are particularly useful in understanding the distinct processes of 

negotiation and the challenges the applied arts practitioner faces in ócrossing the territory 

linesô and óentering a world with its own set of conventions and proceduresô.143 He 

reminds us that:  

 

at each moment of theatre application we are entering an arena where current practice is 

no more than a historically and culturally specific result of different social, political and 

ideological interests.
144

  

 

and that an integral part of practising  applied theatre is to understand these social, 

political and ideological terrains to find ways to work with, in and around them.  

For Thompson, embedding knowledge of the rhetoric that framed the prison setting and 

using particular óquasi-theatricalô references when explaining his work in-situ was one 

technique he adapted to try and transcend both disciplinary fields. He is strategic in 

discovering ómarkersô that can explain applied theatre practice to gatekeepers and prison 

staff to find a óframe through which to make connectionsô with them.145 My research 

process started from a slightly different angle in that I worked within Main-place on a 

voluntary basis and gradually integrated into the perpetuating frameworks surrounding 

this immediate setting from this grounding outwards. This meant I came up against 

different power paradigms and political apparatus at different stages of the work and in 

doing so I was confronted by the languages and cultures at each new level. The distinct 
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similarities between Thompsonôs work and my own exist in how he treats these processes 

of discovery as crucial research experiences and sees the ópractice of practisingô as the 

research method itself:  

 

Theatre is a method of identifying possible and assessing existing interventions. Theatre 

is the research method itselféTheatre is an action that is researchéThe act of 

participatory theatre can ask a community what is working. Theatre becomes the enquiry, 

not the object of the enquiry.
146

 

 

This use of the work to examine current cultures of practice, with participants as the 

experts, and to reflect on the symbolism of their lived experiences in relation to, and in 

contradiction of, the dominant theory that defines these settings is particularly relevant. 

Thompson reflects on the need to take a step back and see the boundaries within which 

his practice was immersed. This is a crucial part of recognising these patterns and trends 

and the potential use for the applied theatre work as a relevant tool. He states:   

 

Without seeing the edges, we can forget that lines around a field both shape and constrict 

itéonly on stepping away [do] new possibilities for understanding applied theatre start to 

emerge.
147

 

 

These processes of physical and mental distancing in the ongoing critical and reflexive 

practice of the practitioner are crucial in maintaining an awareness of the óproblems and 

pitfalls associated with social interventionô.148 Thompson discusses the importance and 

common disregard for the negotiations that take place in situ. These are particularly 

symbolic when developing practice in total and closed institutions. The very nature of the 

work and its contradictions to the rigid and restrictive nature of the setting means these 

negotiations are crucial to building relations, gaining access and crossing territory lines. 

He states:  
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often when examining areas of óapplied theatreô the theatre work is seen as central, and 

the meetings, promotions and demonstrations that surround it are viewed as 

secondaryéThe painstaking action for promotion and advocacy becomes sidelined and 

undervalued. The actual act of translating the work to the new discipline is not 

analysed.
149

 

 

These themes of negotiation, promotion and advocacy feature as a significant part of 

Chapter 7 in identifying my own context-specific experiences of meetings and 

presentations to those óin chargeô. Many other practitioners have tracked their routes in 

exploring contextual frameworks and the use of the practice as a tool of negotiation and 

as a ómagnifying mirrorô.150 Thompsonôs specific angle of research that encompasses 

policy, language and social theory with regards to ówhat worksô is particularly 

illuminating  for my own findings.151 

 

In ensuring the practice remains ethical and relevant Nicholsonôs ideas about gift theory 

are useful in relation to examining what the work is doing, why, with whom and to what 

ends. She explains that integral to the role of the facilitator is the ócontinual journey of 

action, reflection and evaluationô.152 Applied arts theorists are particularly alert to issues 

of ócolludingô with dominant agendas and ensuring the work does not become óbound 

down and defined byô a particular belief system/policy context that serves to further box 

and suppress participants.153 This critical consciousness has been fundamental in my own 

work in child welfare settings in the process of trying to avoid attempts to use the practice 

as a ómessage ladenô tool to fulfil the agendas of the organisation.154 Balfour discusses 

how the attempt to remain óradicalô can often lead to the irritation of the gatekeepers who 

assume you are ótheir natural alliesô; whilst Michael Etherton states:  
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Agencies often say that they want childrenôs participation in ótheirô projects when they 

really mean, the óagenciesô projects.
155

  

 

These considerations return to OôTooleôs model of the contextual frameworks and the 

relationship between the art form, content and political ideologies (or the politics and 

poetics of the work) framing the work as an intervention. This summary from Nicholson 

encapsulates a number of other practitionersô ideas on  adopting and maintaining an 

ethical approach: 

 

Becoming ethical is an on-going process ï a continual journey of action, reflection and 

evaluation ï in which values and beliefs may be challenged and tested over time and in 

response to new situations and different people
156

.  

 

There is no one, right answer as to how to ensure the work does not morph into the ósoft 

arm of the institutionô or reassert power imbalances within the setting.157 I found that these 

difficulties manifest in trying to maintain a sense of identity and separation from the 

dominant theory and institutional framework that is designed to ómake you just like usô. It 

can often be an extremely isolating and alienating experience when you are going against 

the grain and vulnerable to criticism from those suspicious and threatened by your non-

conformity. Working in ócapitalist contextsô it becomes vital for the facilitator to remain 

vigilant in recognising situations that present themselves as sought after opportunities to 

develop the practice when this is actually about buying the work óon a commercial rather 

than a collaborative basisô.158 

 

These ideas echo Goffmanôs theories about institutional displays and Foucaultôs ópublic 

spectaclesô. As Hughes states, there needs to be a critical awareness in relation to the 
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assumption that ócreativity [is] implicitly radical and empoweringô.159 Henry Giroux 

offers an all too familiar critique of a display created ówithô young people about gun 

crime that resulted in slogans and stereotypes and left the participants ómore confused 

about the experience than when they began.ô160 Unfortunately óagencies are very much 

addicted to messagesô, making attempts to focus on óindividual voiceô and processes of 

conscientisation overshadowed by the desire to use arts practice to preach and promote 

rather than empower and liberate.161 In my experiences agencies were much more 

interested in being óseen to doô rather than committing to genuine, liberatory practice. 

This is bound and defined by the wish to assert their own agenda and is marred by 

dominant ideologies about what intervention and empowerment mean and look like.162  

Etherton, Boal, Thompson and Nicholson, among others, each point to how the work can 

illuminate and magnify óparodies, ironies and contradictionsô of dominant practice and 

how, by creating the space for reflection, the work can remain critically conscious of 

these pitfalls:   

 

Applied theatre needs to be constantly reminded that in the act of applying it is meeting a 

specific moment in the history of a different system of knowledge. Aligning itself too 

closely with one set of practices relegates the work to one historical moment, making it 

too easily irrelevant as approaches and ideologies change. 
163

   

 

These ideas return to the notion of not being sure and/or becoming too fixed in your 

assumptions as the facilitator of the work as to how to practice. Thompson found that óthe 

more fixed and clear we found ourselves the weaker the creative content of our 

practiceô.164 Prentki helps to signpost  the need for óa dialectical interaction of participants 

and facilitatorsô in this ongoing challenge. He states: 
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óOptimum interventionô, to borrow Zakes Mdaôs phrase, is not achieved through a fixed 

formula but only through a dialectical interaction of participants and facilitators who are 

practising a co-intentional approach to self-development and social change.165 

 

These ideas echo Hughesô concerns with the need to pay óincreased attention to 

complexity in understanding the process and impact of applied theatre as an intervention; 

and [to] focus on the wider political and ethical questions relating to the applied theatre 

interventionsô.166 

 

Mediums and Forms, the Creativity of the Practitioner  

 

Although placed under the umbrella of óApplied Theatreô I am interested in a wide range 

of mediums and creative processes that can best work with the specific needs and realities 

of participants. Within social care arenas I have determined this work as ócreative 

practiceô to draw attention to its adaptive and responsive qualities in contrast to more 

rigid, inflexible cultures of practice. My use of applied theatre within specific sites of 

practice has drawn on a range of media from drama to photography to plasticine. For the 

purposes of identifying my practice within an appropriate disciplinary field, I have 

defined my practice as óApplied Theatre/artsô. Here Boal helps to determine the 

importance of the discovery of a range of person-specific mediums as tools:  

 

The technique should be adopted to suit the personôs needs not vice versa.
167

  

 

This versatility is vital in ensuring applied theatre/arts practice remains reflexive, 

culturally appropriate and person-specific as opposed to featuring as yet another forced 

form of intervention that assumes it knows best. The creative and imaginative skills and 

capacities of the applied theatre practitioner are therefore defined by their understanding 

of the potential for process and performance based work and the ways in which radical 

creative spaces can enable participants to take ownership over a range of different 
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mediums and forms. In a context where young people are alienated by language and 

restricted by inflexible procedures this work, as an intervention, has to embrace the 

challenge to be imaginative and inventive with the different languages it can provide (see 

Chapter 5). I am interested in how the practice can explore new languages and the 

possibilities for making and creating to address the specific needs of the individual and 

group. In some settings this has been about working with miniature worlds through which 

participants have been placed in a position of influence over a fictional space and those 

within it. Other work has focused on transforming shared spaces so that participants can 

engage in collective play, and in the act and art of doing so, negotiate new paradigms 

within these contexts.  

 

Caoimhe McAvinchey provides a useful example of practice that helps to develop these 

theories about politics and poetics, research and representation.168 She reflects on her 

work in a PRU (Pupil Referral Unit) setting and the way in which she needed to adapt the 

work to the needs of the group and the realities of the setting with a particular response to 

the fragmented attendance of the class. The groupôs wish to build a new space inside the 

PRU context highlights the proficiency of this practice to create radical spaces and new 

contexts for reflexivity. This project draws particular lines of comparison with the 

different spaces we created inside the contexts of the childrenôs homes as well as the new 

spaces I aimed to create within the wider contextual frameworks relating to these settings. 

McAvincheyôs example of how she adapted to the temperament of the group to reach a 

point of collaborative realisation as to how  best to use form, content and space within 

this project illuminates the potential of the work as a reflexive and context-specific tool:  

 

All of the conversations about the material for the final event could be focused on the 

idea of the young people sharing their thoughts with other people, about letting other 

people inside their head just for a few minutes.....they came up with the idea of creating a 

space, their head space, a space that didnôt already existé.Everything was laid out. The 

                                                 
168

 McAvinchey, C. óIs This the Play? Applied Theatre Practice in a Pupil Referral Unitô in Prentki and 

Preston. The Applied Theatre Reader. 2009. p.281 



 

 

89 

video was on loopé.Abiôs mum asks, óWhere is everybody?ô Abi grins at her mumôs 

confusion, óYesô.. óThis is the play and we are all around you but you just canôt see usô.
169

 

 

In this example, as with another discussed by Giroux a óworldô was created to represent 

both the process of the project and the perceptions, home-worlds, minds and imaginations 

of the participants.170  This theme of entering into the worlds of young people and being 

able to see them when they otherwise remain invisible or are only understood via 

negative propaganda or objectifying discourse, is particularly relevant to my research. 

This example also demonstrates how process and product can become intertwined to 

educate the audience on the potential of the work as a method as well as creating a ónew 

spaceô for the ócritical enactment of storiesô.171 Boal is a strong advocate for a range of 

mediums in constructing ódeclarations of identityô, framing through fictional and non-

fictional camera work and the use of sculpture and image making to provide new 

languages for participants.172 Salverson echoes these ideas sharing her concerns with:  

 

the relationship between aesthetics and politics, with the importance of artistry and 

imaginationé..and with expanding the aesthetic vocabulary of theatre that testifies.
173

  

 

My Hypothesis  

 

My central hypothesis is to examine the potential efficiency for applied theatre practice, 

in a variation of forms, used in a number of settings operating on varying levels as a tool 

of empowerment for LAC. Returning to Hughesô focus on the need to examine the 

complexity of process and impact and to place more emphasis on the wider politics 

relating to applied theatre interventions, this research examines these complexities and 

the various shapes, forms and scales of the work in-context. Throughout the thesis I will  

examine the ethics of my work as an intervention and what empowerment looks like in 
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different examples. I am interested in the different levels of impact this type of work is 

capable of, and on the different paradigms and dynamics relating to the worlds and 

experiences of these young people. Returning to the idea of frameworks I will examine 

on what level the work has impacted, from working on an intimate process-based level 

with young people as a means of quiet inner discovery to negotiating with the wider 

dominant practice cultures, attitudes and ideals.  

 

Kerhsawôs ideas around ópathologies of hopeô through unique processes of self discovery 

help to integrate the potential of the work as a unique experience of radical freedom. He 

states:  

 

there are some forms of resistance that decisively are not articulated to the dominant 

structures of authority and power in ways that make them automatically recoupable by 

those structures, and those forms may produce a radical freedom that is not just 

negatively against a regime but positively for some value or ideal that lies well beyond its 

ideological territory.
174

 

 

Empowerment in this example, at this level of impact focuses on processes of self 

discovery, the development of óinnate skillsô, óinner resourcefulnessô and the 

opportunities for critical reflection within and through the óaesthetic space.ô175 

Thompsonôs ideas of óunique markingsô and the significance of the body experiencing 

new óactions that avoid the narrow, stereotypical and singularô are also relevant to this 

vision.176 This work can offer modes of communication and the reflexive distance to 

articulate and make óthought visibleô by equipping young people with the ability to see 

and make sense of their worlds.177  Workshop spaces, creative processes and the 

understanding of new languages can provide young people with control over processes of 

self-determination beyond the stigmas and voices of authority that label them day-to-day; 

The act of being able to manipulate form in the absence of power and control over other 
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outcomes and areas affecting their lives, is particularly poignant and relevant to notions 

of empowerment with LAC.178 As a form of resistance beyond an attempt to ójustô counter 

imposed oppressions, the creative process has the potential to reconnect young people 

with their óidentity kitsô and their óhome-worldsô. This work can re-humanise. Radical 

freedom can take place through escapism and the opportunity to imagine and develop 

imagination as an internalised tool for survival.179  

 

Other uses of the work will examine the capacity for practice to renegotiate contexts of 

competitiveness between participants trapped in settings based on hierarchical 

relationships. Freire describes this as: 

 

chafing under the restrictions of this order [which manifests in] a type of horizontal 

violence, striking out at their comrades for the pettiest reasons. 
180

 

 

óCreative, collective encountersô have the potential to enable young people to realise their 

actual sources of oppression and develop ónew webs of inter-relationsô within residential 

home settings and on inner city estates.181 In work that involves and includes front-line 

staff, the óface-less professionalô can be transformed into the participant, the player, the 

individual, and a sense of community can be fostered, altering power imbalances and 

relations of force. The aesthetic space has the potential to develop óinstitutional and 

personal reflexivityô, enabling staff to realise their collusion with oppressive techniques 

and stigmatisations.182 Within the ófissuresô created in the immediate settings the young 

people experience, specific óparodies, ironies and contradictionsô can be revealed and new 

and alternative ways of seeing and being can be made possible. 183 
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On a broader level TfD models help to highlight my proposals with regards to the types 

of impacts this work can offer in influencing practice trends and altering attitudes. 

Etherton and Mda critique the use and impacts of TfD processes to reframe the óartistic 

endeavourô involved in empowering young people and advocate for ódevelopment 

activities conceived with and by the communityô.184 TfD models have the potential to 

enable young people óto effectively claim their rights as they define themô and to enhance 

the confidence of young people óto develop their negotiations with those in authorityô. 185 

This type of work, when successful, has the potential to advance the entire ócivilizationôs 

ability to seeô by bringing the óraw material of actual storiesô to the forefront of the minds 

of those who maintain the operational myths of institutions.186 TfD models have the 

potential to have a re-humanising effect as well as demonstrating alternatives to cultures 

óstuckô in inefficient conventions. Thompson discusses the potential for applied arts work 

to ódisrupt and disturb neat lines of understanding and simplistic frameworks of practiceô; 

whilst Prentki explains that:  

 

the role for theatre-based processes grew in line with concerns that sustainable change 

could only be accomplished by transforming attitudes and that theatre is a powerful 

means of engaging in transformation.
187

 

 

The quote from McAvincheyôs work spoken by a young person participant: óWe are all 

around you, but you canôt see usô is a haunting indication of some of the wider trends 

effecting excluded and marginalised young people. Applied theatre work possesses the 

potential to reframe young people and enable their participation within their wider 

societies. Thompson explores how, through the better understanding of self, new 

connections can be made, reintegrating young people into communities.188 I am interested 

in how ócollaborative, artistic social engagement[s]ô189 can forge new relationships and 
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educate socially constructed divisions between groups.190 Margaret Meadôs observations 

have helped me to articulate my own concerns with the ways in which the Western world 

and its preoccupations with profit and consumerism is actively destroying communities 

and excluding and alienating young people from our society.191 Her research is useful in 

formulating ideas as to how the arts can influence a society in becoming more accepting 

and inclusive. As ósmall human beingsô my research is interested in how young people 

can be seen differently by their communities and the potential for this work to alter 

attitudes that currently condemn, demonise and neglect the real needs of young people.192 

Mead states: 

 

In the Western world children are traumatized in childhood in ways which are new and 

strange, for which no ritual healing, no artistic form, exists in the cultureéé.. Those 

who are not so gifted or who are less fortunate in finding a medium for their gifts go mad 

or dwindle away, using little even of what they have.é.in Bali the ritual world of art and 

theater and temple is not a world of fantasy, an endless recurrent daydreamé It is rather 

a real world of skill and applicationé.Children are everywhere é..Children not only 

have precocious postural participation in prayer and offering, dance and music but also a 

whole series of parallel participationsô
193

  

 

This analysis of the potential for the arts to heal and to demonstrate participative practice 

within community structures is suggestive of how applied arts practice can be used to 

address and renegotiate the segregation and alienation of young people in a number of 

ways, both as a means to train and better equip young people and as a way to make their 

participation become more intrinsic to everyday life. Chapter 6 examines the ways in 

which the use of this practice on inner city estates in London and in a specific project in 

North Devon sought to use the work to facilitate a better understanding and acceptance of 

demonised young people within their communities. By creating a ócounter-public sphereô 

these projects gave young people a specific, pivotal role in community projects and 
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created a platform for them to present their ideas, identities and truths to audiences of 

community members that had previously believed they were óbadô. My reflections on the 

riots of August 2011 in Chapter 8 will interrogate these ideas further. Giroux and Boal 

help to conclude this focus on the wider frames of impact embodying my hypothesises in 

terms of how and in what ways applied theatre can act as a tool of empowerment for 

looked after children both in their immediate worlds and on the frameworks that define 

and influence their realities:  

 

For it is within such counter-public spheres that the principles of equality, liberty, and 

justice become the normative
194

  

 

a society without ethics breeds offenders.
195
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Chapter 4 

Contextual Frameworks: The State of State Welfare 

And the óSearch for Practiceô 

 

Fear of the Delinquent Child: the Origins of Child Welfare  

 

The origin of debate about the treatment of young people deemed in need of intervention, 

care and control within British society is best located in the nineteenth century. It is 

within this period that ódelinquency was createdô and a series of new laws were 

established that explicitly focused on the punishment and treatment of the children of the 

poor.
196

 This period marks the beginning of new institutions implicitly founded to save, 

redeem and reform street children and the advent of a whole host of new theories and 

mechanisms as to how this should be done. These interests were driven by a fear of the 

threat these slum children presented to moral and social order; with óameliorating Actsô 

reaching statute books to ensure intervention could mould and shape young people into 

more óusefulô citizens.
197

 Although evangelicals and philanthropists played a leading part 

in developing these new arenas, they shared the dominant assumption that these young 

people were of a dangerous class, as outlined in these extracts:   

 

The truth was that Poor Law children were viewed with distaste; they were subjects for 

reclamationé[and in need of] óexpert handlingô.
198

  

 

the time is approaching when this seething mass of human misery will shake the social 

fabric unless we grapple more earnestly with it than we have done.
199

 

 

The shifts as to what happened to young people once they had been removed from the 

streets and taken away from their parents were influenced by economic, religious, 

political and social imperialistic agendas. These agendas are exemplified in the óchild 
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study movementô, the flourishing of child charities and evangelical homes and, most 

prolifically, in the exporting of young people in their thousands to overseas colonies. 

 

We are bound at all costs to see that the children grow up in such a fashion that they may 

become useful, serviceable and profitable citizens of this great Empire. 
200

 

 

The treatment of young people as human capital and óbuilding blocks of societyô to serve 

the interests of the imperialist agenda was at the core of emigration schemes.
201

 In the 

1900s a number of child savers, and most notably, Dr Barnardo, discovered a viable 

opportunity in exporting óthe waifs and straysô they had rescued to work on colonies in 

Canada, South Africa and New Zealand.
202

 These children were seen as óinvestments - 

human capital in its most elemental formô and were sent out to defend the nationôs 

colours and work on agricultural colonies.
203

 Young people were utilised as the sub-

oppressors of others in the expansion of the Great British Empire. Harry Hendrick states 

that we can only  

 

speculate as to the misery endured by these boys and girls, taken from their parents, 

brothers and sisters, families, communities and friends, and put to work in often Spartan 

environments where they were subjected to exploitation and violence.
204

 

 

The óchild study movementô also played a key role in the objectification of young people 

through a variety of experiments around this time. Childrenôs deficiencies became an 

object of scientific investigation and new techniques in the observation, classification and 

experiment of young people became a national interest. Institutions for young people 

provided ideal laboratories within which new sciences, theory and treatment could be 

extensively exercised. These trends were concerned with the quality of the child 

population and the means by which delinquent and degenerative children might by cured.
 

The influence of science, new theory and laws relating to this new arena began to steadily 
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assemble a complex web of new services, areas of expertise and institutionalised 

interventions. Government subsides and charitable donations fed a host of mushrooming 

organisations, óexpertsô and agencies, with science and law cast as the protective 

umbrella under which this new web could flourish.
205

   

 

The increased interest in child welfare led to the establishment of more residential homes 

with more legal power given to the state by the state to remove and keep hold of poor 

young people in the face of protesting parents. Throughout a number of historical 

critiques the severing of relationships between young people and their families is 

highlighted with letters ólostô and lines of communication blocked. For the majority of 

interventionists, reform was seen to be more effective if children were no longer in 

contact with their parents or their home worlds with foster parents made to sign contracts 

stating they would not permit family visits.
206

 

 

This early period of invention established a number of important apparatuses, 

frameworks and theories that are entrenched within contemporary child welfare arenas 

and continue to be played out under a variation of contemporary guises. The dominant 

theories, populist assumptions, power relations, uses of science and the institutional 

abuses of children throughout this early phase of social development are detectable 

throughout progressive post modern society. The imperialist agenda of the colonies 

though replaced by visions of capitalism, the use of science as a tool to construct social 

theory and justify interventions remains endemic and the cycle of threat ï demonisation - 

criminalisation - and the extension and expansion of centralised power and control 

continues to underpin social development. Foucault states that the basic phenomenon of 

the nineteenth century was the acquisition of ópowerôs hold over lifeô.
207

 This was a 

period during which the state sought out and established control over the biological. The 

following section will explore how these trends and ideas have been conceptualised 

within contemporary capitalist contexts.  
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The children of the poor [therefore] found themselves living experiments in the 

cultivation of environmentalism. It was a tradition that would linger long in British 

childcare policy.
208

   

 

Capitalism, Myth making and Moral Panics: Contemporary Frameworks  

 

The contemporary British child welfare system directly reflects the impacts of capitalism, 

government corruption and the disregard for the abundance of evidence that demonstrates 

young people who offend are part of a complex network of disadvantage and difficulty.
209

 

My research has taken place throughout the reign of New Labour. I have spent 12 years 

observing the impacts of, and attempting to practice under, the óprofound and multiple 

complex contradictions and tensionsô the ónewô óthird wayô has constructed.
210

  Margaret 

Thatcher and the previous conservative government had already instigated a neoliberal 

climate that sought to destroy trade unions, dispel the notion of community and eradicate 

the industrial workforce.
211

 Her concepts of óthe enemy withinô and claims that there is 

no such thing as society reflected the partyôs strategies to alter ideologies towards a more 

market driven, competitive society. This was to be closely followed by John Majorôs 

commitment to ócondemn more and understand lessô.  

 

New Labourôs enemy from within has always been young people. New labour have 

mobilised and exploited crime and young people in ways unprecedented in history.
212

 

The partyôs focus on young people initially featured as a cold, calculated electoral 

strategy influenced by a number of key incidents leading up to the elections in 1997. 

These included, but the list is not exhaustive: the tragic death of Jamie Bulger, the Audit 

and report óMisspent Youthô, the partyôs alignment with the USA and advice taken in the 

lead up to the elections and the need to órevitalise their populist appealô to a new audience 
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of voters.
213

 This exploitation of young people to strengthen political power is directly 

resonant of the nineteenth century.  

 

The moral panics and grief implosions surrounding the Bulger case, as with Kleinôs 

theories regarding the use of shock and devastation to create a climate for invasion, 

presented an ideal opportunity for New Labour to appeal to the masses. Coupled with an 

audit that detailed the inefficiencies and cost implications of current youth justice systems 

New Labour created an identity that eclipsed their óno more excusesô mantra and could 

reassure their new targeted body of middle-class voters that ónasty little offendersô would 

be locked up for their wrong doings.
214 

The result of this intensive focus on young people 

as being in need of discipline and punishment and the cunning spin that British society 

deserved value for money has steadily evolved into an ugly corporate, cold, punitive 

child welfare / youth ójusticeô system that has had devastating effects on Britainôs most 

vulnerable young people.  

 

New Labour chose to ignore evidence that community based interventions and final 

warnings from the police were working along with rather obvious and well researched 

connections between deprivation and criminal activity. Instead they chose to promote a 

blinkered and óreductionistô view of social problems.
215

 They refused to recognise any 

correlation between the widening gap between the rich and poor, as a direct result of a 

capitalist society and instead shamelessly exploited the Bulger case as an integral part of 

their new political identity. Numerous theorists claim that childhood and innocence were 

put on trial during the Bulger case. Both of which lost. During this time there was an 

absence of integrity in exploring why two young people may have committed such a 

crime, how it may relate to a wider world context of violence and the moral and social 

implications of demonising two young people in such a relentless way.
216

 A similar case 

                                                 
213

 Goldson. óChildren, Crime, Policy and Practiceô. 1997. p.79  
214

 óNo More Excusesô was a white paper that preceded the 1998 Crime and Disorder Act; The term ónasty 

little offendersô was used by the Conservative Home Secretary in the Daily Mail, 22 February 1993 as cited 

by Goldson. óChildren, Crime, Policy and Practiceô. 1997. p.77  
215

 This idea is discussed by Nixon and Lupton. Empowering Practice? 1999. p.47  
216

 As explored in Robb, OôLeary, Mackinnon and Bishop. Hope. 2010. (see below for more detail)  



 

 

100 

in Norway evoked a much more empathetic response and was seen as a ótragic accidentô; 

whilst in Britain the Bulger case instigated the: 

 

most radical overhaul of the youth justice / welfare system in 50 years.
217

  

 

The Machinery of New Labour  

 

This overhaul has displaced social services child welfare approaches and eradicated the 

binary between welfarist and justice discourses and models, replacing these paradigms 

with a new vision dominated by corporatism and ómanagerialismô. Corporatism is 

concerned with system effectiveness and cost effective ways of delivering services.
218

 

Managerialism has reduced social care practice to a list of procedures and tasks, 

subjugating professional skills and focusing on meeting predetermined targets; thus 

managing the óproblem of young peopleô rather than trying to look at why these problems 

exist. These cultures and their language have steadily infiltrated throughout child welfare 

arenas and reconstructed how young people in need are seen, treated and processed.
219

  

New Labour developed a language of toughness and declared there were no more 

excuses. They systematically removed child welfare from the agenda of new youth 

offending systems and ówidened the netô as to who got caught up in these systems.
 220

 

Their sharp, authoritarian, punitive interventionist, target based and bureaucratic social 

service systems have meant more and more young people from less advantaged 

backgrounds have been criminalised, and less and less emphasis is placed on supporting 

these young people in any meaningful way.
221

  

 

Throughout their 14 year term New Labour continued to look to the USA for inspiration 

for new mechanisms in how to deal with ódelinquentô young people. They introduced 

curfews, tagging, stop and search, dispersion acts, 3 strikes and gave the police and 
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Youth Offending Teams (YOT) more power and autonomy in speeding up punishment 

processes. Although there was much evidence that these mechanisms had already failed 

in the USA and exacerbated problems, New Labour chose to ignore this research.
222

  

They promoted the ó3 Esô: economy, efficiency and effectiveness as relevant and useful 

indicators of success when dealing with óclientsô (young people in their care) as well as 

S.M.A.R.T (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, timetabled)  targets and early 

intervention programmes that deemed young people at risk of offending before they had 

actually committed a crime.
223

 These techniques directly represent the judging of the 

souls of young people, the colonisation of these young people through interventionist and 

punitive approaches and the use of an inexact science to demonise them. Young people 

have been violated, criminalised and targeted in such ways because, among other reasons, 

they have no power, no vote and rights that remain stagnant in rhetoric; as Haines notes:   

 

young people have been criminalised more than they were 100 years ago.
224

  

 

New Labour negated the ódoli incapaxô which assumes the innocence of under14 year 

olds and which had been in place for hundreds of years.
225

 The party has displayed an 

unequivocal eagerness to lock young people up by lowering their age of responsibility 

and denying them legal representation in front of YOT panels based on the assertion that 

this will delay and blur procedures.
 
This has, unsurprisingly, resulted in them being 

ócatapulted very young and very rapidlyô into youth justice settings.
226

 This lack of legal 

representation is in direct conflict with human rights acts and would not be permitted in 

conjunction with any other group.
227

 Thus, childhood and child welfare in contemporary 

society, much as it was in the nineteenth century, is characterised by dependency, 
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punishment, obedience, socialisation and institutionalisation.
228

 Rather conveniently this 

extreme focus on delinquents, tearaways, feral gangs, gun crime and yobs through 

endless lurid media coverage has detracted attention away from corporate corruption, 

genocide and phantom weapons of mass destruction
 
.
229

 

 

Secure Training Centres (STCs), Stigma and Labelling  

 

Interventionist processes are likely to ócreateô, or at least consolidate and confirm, 

delinquent identities for children.
230

 

 

Sharon Moore describes the ódraw-bridge mentalityô and compounding characteristics of 

the juvenile prisons established by New Labour as total institutions within the child 

welfare arena.
231

  These prisons for young people aged 12 upwards were used as a sort of 

trump-card by New Labour to prove their commitment to being tough on crime and were 

to be called, in direct contradiction to their cultures of un-training, Secure Training 

Centres (STCs). Fraught from the beginning, widely opposed by a number of different 

agencies and at the centre of Public Inquiries and petitions to close them down, STCs 

epitomise New Labourôs arrogance and ignorance in clinging on to some punitive ótag 

lineô in the face of mounting evidence of abuse and failings.
232

 30 young people died in 

youth custody from 1990-2007; deaths which, as John Muncie notes, have failed to evoke 

any significant sympathy or scandal from the public. This lack of response seems to be 

indicative of the tarnishing of these young peopleôs souls in the eyes of the public and the 

success in framing these young people as óless than fully humanô to contemporary 

audiences.
233

 Hendrick describes this as 

 

the gutter of prejudice, the loss of young peopleôs innocence and the death of reason.
234
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Moral panics and dominant theory have stigmatised and labelled young people in 

contemporary society in ways that frame them as being separate from their communities. 

There is no longer any faith in young people, or sympathy, only discipline. They have 

been displaced as the enemy within and ósinned againstô.
235

 By keeping young people 

segregated from their communities both physically and ideologically, as well as trapping 

them in the worlds of closed institutions, the myth of ójusticeô and the secret world of 

institutional injustices can be maintained. The public spectacle, described by Foucault, is 

also embellished within the electronic tag worn around the ankles of young people and 

the very public process of óstop and searchô that happens daily between young people and 

police officers. Alison and Adrian James state:  

 

young peopleéareélocked into images of disruption, indiscipline and nihilism; they 

become the óthreatô to the stability of communitieséMoreover ñthe perceived decline of 

a ósense of communityô and the fracturing of actual communal institutions in the late 20
th
 

century, are associated in the minds of communitarians with a crisis in social 

regulationò.
236

 

 

The lack of training given to the police, who largely administer contemporary youth 

justice measures, on how to work with children and young people means we have opened 

the doors to institutional racism, biases and top-down, hierarchical cultures of physical 

violence and abuses of power.
237

 Societyôs most in need and most vulnerable are being 

criminalised and stigmatised in ways that are doing irreparable damage; ówelfare modelsô 

have been side-lined by an increased focus on profits, budget margins and punishment 
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and control before any attempt to understand or address any roots of issues or 

behaviour.
238

  Young people are managed rather than helped to gain control over their 

lives and kept in a position of powerless by power relations that ensure they remain on 

the receiving end of tightly restricted aid. The stigmatisation of young people within their 

wider communities and thus the displacement from natural support networks means 

negative attitudes and rejection are compounded onto the lived experiences of these 

young people most in need. This extract from Aaronôs individual piece, from the first 

Main-place project helps to highlight how these trends can impact on young people like 

him:  

 

I have a dream that people wonôt hold their bags closer to them as I walk by,  

Just because I am of mixed race doesnôt make me a criminal,  

Just because I am from a care home, it doesnôt make me a bad person.
239

 

 

Who are these Children?  

 

child prisoners are drawn from some of the most disadvantaged, damaged and distressed 

families, neighbourhoods and communities. Poverty, family discord, previous experience 

of ócareô institutions, emotional, physical and sexual abuse, self-harm, and a pressing 

sense of distress are defining characteristics of children in custody.
240

  

 

The demographic of young people affected by these punitive shifts are those who live at 

the sharp-end of óadverse social-economic formationsô.
241

 Barry Goldson, among others, 

cites the direct link between capitalism and social deprivation whilst The Centre for 

Social Justice evidences the correlation between growing social problems and the rising 

numbers of young people taken into care.
242

 These trends are reminiscent of 19
th
 century 
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patterns. Children in care make up 49% of the young offender population and 23% of the 

adult prison population.
243

 The young people at the centre of these perverse, punitive and 

profit-obsessed systems are those who have been categorised as being in the ócareô of 

state welfare systems and/or those most in need of protection and support.
244

 As the 

Centre for Social Justice states: 

 

the treatment of many children in care and those leaving care deserves to be a source of 

national shame.
245

  

 

The real causes for social problems such those as summarised by Hendrick below have 

been largely ignored by New Labour, and the governments before them; signifying a 

failure to recognise that the reason for young peopleôs exclusion is due to their 

exploitation: 

 

unemployment brought about by the national decline of local industries, poor social and 

health service provision, inadequate housing, family breakdown, physical and sexual 

abuse, dilapidatedéschools, racism, and the lack of adequate and relevant recreational 

facilitates 
246

  

 

This exploitation has ranged from party-political, ill-advised strategies to win votes, to 

the creation of an underbelly of society that suppresses the development of modern day 

ópoor lawô young people via socially constructed ómythsô, false acts of generosity and 

widening the net of social control over these groups.
247
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Lord Carlile characterises this group of young people as óvulnerable and needy 

children...[and] from chaotic backgroundsô.248 The Centre for Social Justice further 

illuminates the óperverse financial implicationsô for locking looked after children up due 

to shifts in budgets with more money now committed and available to YOT and the 

Youth Justice Board (YJB) than Social Services departments. In this example the 

extremes of interventionist over developmental and holistic approaches are underlined in 

telling ways:  

 

Our research shows that there are perverse financial incentives which push our children 

towards custody and the least effective forms of it. It is cheaper for a Local Authority if 

an offending child in care is imprisoned. It is cheaper for the state if these children are 

sent to Youth Offenders Institutions
249

 

 

My research has worked directly with young people living on inner city estates, young 

people in residential homes, care-leavers and young offenders. As I moved out of the 

childrenôs homes into a number of different settings the connections between these sites 

and the young people within them became apparent. Looked after children are drastically 

over-represented in young offender settings; young people living on the estates are at the 

front-line of deprivation and are also in the direct firing line for intervention, 

criminalisation and stigmatisation.
250

 The majority of families living on estates are 

already known to social services with many of the young people in these environments 

deemed óat riskô. In the UK, research has shown that approximately half of children held 

in custody at any given time have been, or remain, involved with Social Services 

Departments.
251

 30% of children in need will go into care during their childhood whilst 
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many others will continue to live in households with chaotic and uncertain lifestyles.
252

 

The 60,000 children in care represent the tip of the iceberg of family dysfunction.
253

 

These young people are at the sharp end of a much larger group living in severe poverty 

and deprivation. Although the reasons young people are taken into state care are multiple, 

there is growing evidence that many of these crises could have been prevented and that 

current interventionist cultures are compounding and exacerbating resolvable issues.
 254

 

The inequalities created by a capitalist society are breeding whole generations of souls to 

be let down and fed through the administrative machinery of care/youth ójusticeô systems. 

This point is highlighted here by The Centre for Social Justice and Goldson:  

 

The experiences of children in care are not just a product of the care system but also of 

their homes and society. If we are to care for these children more effectively, then 

government must understand and deal with the wider social factors which lead to children 

being placed in care in the first place.
255

  

 

Crime will be endemic in societies built on principles of competition, conflict and 

individualismé ñwe must build a society that is less unequal, less depriving, less 

insecure, less disruptive of family and community ties and less corrosive of cooperative 

values..ò 
256

 

 

The young people trapped in the frameworks of STCs and residential childrenôs homes 

are undoubtedly Britainôs most in need, vulnerable and abused who, framed in a different 

way, would evoke sympathy from the public and would be seen as ódeservingô of help 

and support. Socio-historical trends have been adapted to subject contemporary societyôs 

poor-law children to a witch-hunt on all manner of levels resulting in them being seen 
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and treated as inherently evil, feral and alien.
257

 The myths created by government bodies 

and illuminated and reverberated by the media have culminated in the colonisation of the 

innocent child and the legalised abuse, torment and torture of Britainôs most vulnerable 

children. The voice of authority presents absolute truths via carefully selected and 

manipulated statistics and scientific óevidenceô. Policy is used to create a culture of 

silence and to disguise hidden power techniques and abuses through objective language 

that assumes a reasonable and rational response to a fathomed óendemic problemô.  

 

The following sections will further explore the impacts of these trends on those who live 

and work within these systems and the dominant, institutionally owned and manipulated 

uses of research and development. I will also examine my personal experiences of 

working in an STC setting. The final section of the chapter will begin to knit this 

complex context and the use of applied theatre practice together in preparation for my 

critiques of practice within Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8.  

 

The Void between Policy and Practice  

 

The contemporary child welfare system uses what Boal calls óornamental rhetoricô and 

top-down directions of theory to divert the gaze from the realities of the appalling abuse 

and suffering of Britainôs most in need young people.
 258

  The promises that Every Child 

Matters  and slogans that appear in the wake of new scandals create tactical smoke 

screens whilst silencing the voices of practitioners and young people lost under a mound 

of policy and guidance.
259

 The blatant breaches demonstrated through Britainôs 

relationship with the United Nationôs Convention of the Rights of the Child is just one 

indicator that the liberty and humanity of young people is far from being a high priority 

                                                 
257

 Full quote: óChildren in trouble were pilloried in the most vulgar sense. They were, and have since been, 

located within that specious concept of `underclass': they have been redefined, their childhood has been 

reconstructed, they are presented as `different', `alien', `other', `evil' and `wicked'. Goldson. óChildren, 

Crime, Policy and Practiceô. 1997. p.79   
258

 Full quote: óThe UN has turned into a fine pulpit for ornamental rhetoric. Each nation may do as it 

pleases, if, of course, they have the requisite quantity of tanks and numbs for the job. Terrorism is fought 

with state terrorism; religious fanaticism, with fanatical bellicosityô. Boal. The Aesthetics of the Oppressed. 

2006. p.111 
259

 As explored by Freire. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. 1996. p.76  



 

 

109 

of the government, as explored below. There is a deep-rooted trend that young people are 

failed by a culture of ófine words and poor actionsô.
260

 These gaps are magnified within 

The Childrenôs Act 1989, The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Green 

Paper óEvery Child Mattersô that each specify a creative, reflexive and transparent system 

that celebrates diversity and the freedom of choice, as these extracts outline:  

  

Article 13, UN Convention:  

 

The Child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include freedom to 

seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either 

orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media of the childôs 

choice.
261

  

 

Principles of the Childrenôs Act 1989:  

 

Children and young people and their parents should all be considered as individuals with 

particular needs and potentialities.  

 

Every young person needs to develop a secure sense of personal identity and all those with 

parental or caring responsibilities have a duty to offer encouragement and support in this task. 

262
 

 

Every Child Matters:  

 

We want to put children at the heart of our policies, and to organise services around their 

needs. Radical reform is needed to break down organisational boundaries.  

 

Real service improvement is only attainable through involving children and young people and 

listening to their views.
263
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Although this language creates an ideal framework for a liberatory, creative pedagogy 

and praxis these radical values remain confronted by and trapped within a system 

dictated by one-way, top-down directions of power and authority. Social work practice, 

in reality, is centrally controlled and enveloped by an implicitly punitive attitude towards 

the ócorrectingô of young people within institutional settings which dates back to the 

origins of social care systems. In short, the socio-political, cultural and historical 

backdrop to the working order of this system dramatically contradicts this liberatory 

rhetoric, preventing it from becoming a reality. Chris Jones explains that  

  

The state has taken a sharp authoritarian and controlling turné.reflected in every part of 

the welfare system, social work included.
264

  

 

making the realisation of liberatory values and ideals a contradiction in terms. These 

contradictions materialise in the lack of resources and spaces made available to action 

these ideas. Restrictions and pressures placed on social workers, from higher 

management, obstruct them as practitioners from being able to use individual and client 

specific ways of working. Although endorsing a órhetoric of changeô New Labour 

continued the previous Conservative administrationôs strategies of ever-tighter control of 

public spending, increasing involvement of the private sector in public services, and 

intensifying regulation, inspection and centralised control of social work and social 

workers. 
265

 Franklin and Franklin state: óthe word should not be mistaken for the deedô; 

whilst hooks reminds us that óliberatory language is not enoughô.
 266

 
267

  

 

The British governmentôs historical hostility towards the UN Convention on the Rights of 
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the Child demonstrates its deep-rooted punitive attitude towards children.
268

 When the 

Polish government initially suggested a Convention on Childrenôs Rights in the 

International Year of the Child in 1979, Britain was the only government to reject the 

idea on the basis that it was unnecessary.
269

 After eventually signing up to the agreement 

in 1991 and submitting their first report to the UN Committee in 1994 Britain received a 

damning backlash from the Childrenôs Rights Development Unit (CRDU) with specific 

reference to Britainôs failure in meeting some of the most basic principles of the 

Convention. The CRDU claimed the UK governmentôs report was ódishonest by 

omissionô and had highlighted óparticular laws and statisticsô that indicated compliance, 

without an óadequate recognition of gaps, inconsistencies and blatant breachesô of the 

Convention.
 270

  One such example of these óblatant breachesô was rooted in the existence 

of and increases in Young Offenders Institutes (YOIs) and STCs when the UN 

Convention explicitly proscribes the physical punishment of children.
271

 The dissonance 

between the British Governmentôs proclaimed commitment to child welfare and the 

actual realisation and direct contradiction of this commitment in practice is inherent 

throughout contemporary child welfare arenas. This trend features prominently in 

Chapter 7 and is echoed here by Kaganas: 

   

Partnership has become a watchword under the Childrenôs Actéyet there is no consensus 

on precisely what this means in practice, whether it is desirable and, indeed, whether it 

can be achieved. 
272

 

 

Science, Surveillance and the Colonisation of Communicative Reason  

 

The impact of capitalist climates and the increased centralised control over social work 

practice, hidden behind the myth of óefficiencyô has resulted in the social worker role 

being conflated into that of a manager of cases and a regulator of budgets. Social work 
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settings have become a breeding ground for fear mongering and deskilling eclipsed by 

the distortion of young people, human relationships and communication. These cultures 

have established deep rooted provider-receiver power imbalances whilst also collectively 

dehumanising both worker and client. Science, surveillance, policing, monitoring and the 

rationalising of abuse and neglect have been made integral to practice and disguised as 

óprocedurally correctô practice. A culture of scape-goating, blame and whistle blowing 

has resulted in an obsession with a defensible, albeit ineffective or humane, practice, and 

following procedure.
273

 

 

The hierarchical structures within care systems and the complexity of different scientific 

techniques to manage and deliver ócareô have created inherent divides and disruptions to 

the relationships within these frameworks. Those with power and influence rarely meet 

those they make decisions about, face to face. A culture of fragmentation and 

compartmentalisation dominates statutory care systems with researchers working in 

isolated contexts examining statistical evidence and policy-makers rarely interacting with 

those on the ground. Similarly social workers are no longer expected to work with young 

people but are instructed on what is and is not possible by team managers with an ever 

increasing scrutiny of budgets. Le Grand highlights these shifts:  

 

In general, social workers enter their work with a strong moral purpose, idealism, energy 

and enthusiasm. However, once into the job, they often feel de-motivated, overwhelmed 

by bureaucracy and deprived of autonomyé.
274

 

 

The impact of these structures and cultures is the destruction of humane relationships 

between looked-after children and their carers. There is a fundamental void between 

those who govern the lives of looked after children and the lived realities on the ground. 

A culture based on processing young people has created an institution that systematically 

removes ócareô, interaction and emotion, from its working order. In the place of 

therapeutic and holistic work sits a policy-driven system underpinned by techniques 
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designed to police as opposed to provide.
275

 These shifts have been described as the 

óMcDonaldizationô of welfare where social work has become like a ófactory through 

which people are processedô.
276

 The impact of these cultures on the immediate settings I 

worked in was a consistent theme and point of contention that left young people and front 

line workers feeling at a loss as to how to cope. LAC want to feel cared for, valued and 

understood and are instead met with the cold reality that this simply does not fit into the 

regime that care provision has become. Similarly, as Le Grand and other researchers have 

highlighted, front-line staff want to make a difference and few of them anticipated 

becoming the ówolf of manô.
277

 The communicative reason and the caring, emotional 

elements of social work activity have been colonised, resulting in the distortion of the 

face to face interaction that lies at the heart of human caring.
278

  

 

The reality is young people and the poor simply do not have any economic óuseô or value 

to the wider capitalist picture and thus, essentially, the social workerôs role revolves 

around keeping down the cost of their dependencyô, as with Dr Barnardo.
279

 Direct and 

compassionate work with young people and families is culturally discouraged and framed 

as sinister and óunprofessionalô resulting in the disillusionment of the social worker who 

genuinely wants to help and the distress of the family/young person who tries to take 

control of their situation. These implied óincestuous relationshipsô and ócycles of 

involvementô echo Goffmanôs observations. Social workers are trapped in a climate of 

óprofessional helplessnessô and caught up in the gulf between all that the rhetoric 

promised and all that the power apparatuses constrict.
280

 The mechanisms which underpin 

the ó3, Esô reflect the general distortion that LAC are children with voices and needs. 
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These implicit processes of dehumanisation and the colonisation of young people through 

scientific and clinical approaches, as with the indigenous peoples Smith discusses, are 

magnified throughout the contexts, settings and rituals that frame social work practice.  

 

Case files, Review Meetings and Care Plans   

 

Case files follow each looked-after child around as they enter into different residential 

settings and are issued with yet another social worker.
281

 These files are made up of 

different reports written by various professionals about these young people. This file is 

used to determine each young person, a definition that is constructed by a group of adult 

professionals in the absence of the young personôs perception of events or truths. There is 

no space for the child to participate in these report writing processes. The dominant 

voice, the history-maker of these young peopleôs identities and stories, is that of the 

social care professional, as highlighted here:  

 

Theéchildôs voice continues to be undermined by assumptions embedded in professional 

cultureéThe voice of the child or young person is not considered relevant because the 

experience and knowledge she or he holds has no value in the face of objective, 

professional understandings of her or his needsé
282

  

 

These methods of surveillance and recording and the contexts and settings looked-after 

children are subjected to create a óculture of silenceô by suppressing any opportunity for 

young people to meaningfully contribute to their development or life-courses. 

Throughout: 

 

The professional remains in control [as] the one with the authoritative, legitimate voice, 

who stands on the platform of valued knowledge.
283
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Review meetings, care plans and assessments dominate practice cultures with the 

emphasis on ófittingô need into pre-determined boxes and categorising young people so 

that they can be appropriately processed. These practices reflect and belong to an adult 

world of business models and corporate conduct. They alienate and intimidate young 

people and children, stifling and silencing them.  

 

Throughout my research review meetings were highlighted as traumatising experiences 

by young people. Those which I sat in on, whilst acting as an advocate within Medway 

STC, confirmed the ways in which these rituals are wholly terrifying.
284

 The dynamics of 

these meetings and the ways in which they are conducted reflect wider contextual 

cultures ingrained throughout statutory care systems. Young people are treated as the 

subject matter with each professional reading out a report, based on their professional 

involvement with the young person as the voice of the expert. Review meetings are 

structured so that the professionals speak first, collectively setting the tone and perception 

of the young person before the young person is able to contribute. Professionals list the 

things they have identified as problems. This may include a health care professional 

presenting their concerns about the young personôs hygiene levels and/or the specifics of 

any ailments they may have had. This information is shared in front of family members, 

teachers, social workers as well as other professionals the young person may have never 

met before. They hear things they are unprepared for from people who they previously 

trusted.
285

 These feeling of powerlessness and exclusion were visualised during a 

workshop with Claire, echoing this theme of being talked about rather than to.
286

 This is 

echoed by further research with other LAC about how review meetings can feel: 

 

The review meeting has become the main mechanism for implementing the Children Act 

1989 regulation to ensure that childrenôs wishes and views are elicited and taken into 
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account. Children and young people are aware of the significance of this meeting, but it is 

still a process that many find alienatingé
287

 

 

The proposed purpose of the review meeting was to enable young people to contribute to 

the discussion and participate in decisions about their lives but the óapparatuses of 

repressionô and obsession with science has meant liberatory policy has been collapsed 

back into a power technique.
 288

  The reality in practice is that these meetings are often 

conducted in obtrusive and obstructive ways through the use of jargon and the aesthetics 

of the formal settings they take place within. How welcoming the window created is for 

the young person to add to the discussion will depend on the chair of the meeting. Often, 

by the time this opportunity has been offered the young person is too distressed and 

frustrated by all that has happened prior to this window being created to feel able to 

express themselves. During review meetings young people are blocked so that if they 

wish to challenge anything that is being said about them they are accused of being 

aggressive or defensive and are contradicted by the adult professionals. Young people are 

told that it is not the place or time to respond and that there will be time for their input at 

the end of the meeting. Professionals will also use previous examples of the young 

personôs behaviour to prove that the young personôs point is invalid and/or inaccurate. 

These cultures directly reflect Goffmanôs ideas of looping. The power imbalances within 

these contexts ensure the young person remains silent and is dictated to by the adult 

expert who acts as the administrator of the dominant agenda.289   

 

The review meeting, Childrenôs homes, YOIs and the courts of law each represent 

contexts that prevent LAC from being able to participate. Within these settings LAC are 

treated as the ópassive recipientsô of decision making processes with their individual and 

specific needs overshadowed and disregarded by procedurally correct practice.
290

 These 

environments restrict opportunities for exploration, negotiation or independent learning to 

take place and thus actively nurture relationships of dependency on the institution. Everitt 
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highlights the implicit problems with these cultures and their homogenising, globalising 

effects: 

 

The prevailing view of both research and policy development assumes processes imbued 

with objectivity, neutrality and rationalityé.Unless particularly addressed, the world will 

continue only to be known through the lenses of those with power and resources. 
291

 

 

The óDistinct Culturesô of Closed Institutions and their Distortions   

 

The impact of these contexts and settings and the power apparatuses that support them is 

replicated in the distortion that happens on the ground, behind the closed doors of 

immediate settings. The culture is such that to not get attached, show concern, love or 

humanity is the best and most efficient way to process the child and meet targets. Those 

who cannot do this leave burnt-out and exhausted. This culture is replicated within the 

childrenôs homes where the majority of residential staffôs time is dedicated to monitoring, 

surveillance and log-book keeping in order to protect themselves by evidencing 

procedurally correct practice. The human touch has been largely removed from the care 

agenda and is cited as a form of psychological abuse, resonating with John Bowlbyôs 

óattachment theoryô.
292

 Similarly foster carers are not allowed to discuss problems with 

young people in their care resulting in the consistent breakdown of relationships and trust 

between young people and their carers. Foster carers are often forced to go behind the 

young personôs back in decision making and are discouraged from helping young people 

to work through their issues. This extract from Breakthrough Britain highlights this trend 

and its impacts:  

 

In theory, the government recognises that physical affection or ótouchô can be óused 

appropriately in everyday situations to support, encourage, guide or comfort a pupil.ô In 
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practice, however, the working group has heard testimony that many within the child care 

workforce, especially those in social care, feel discouraged from showing affection to, or 

even touching, the child in their care. Dr Seán Cameron, an educational psychologist at 

UCL, told us: ñCan we bring back touch please? The hands-off procedure in professional 

child care is like a form of psychological abuse.ò
293

 

 

The front line worker is discouraged from expressing emotion and/or believing in looked 

after childrenôs futures or working in creative ways.
294

  40% of young people taken into 

care have a criminal record within 6 months.
295

 Children in care are brought to the 

attention of the law every day through incidents as minor as breaking windows and 

playground fights.
296

 Top-down, one-way directions of power, control, expertise and the 

lack of critical reflection or two-way dialogues between young people and staff, staff and 

managers, social workers and managers results in abusive, distorted and disempowering 

contexts within which young people at the bottom of a hierarchal tower of power (leading 

back to the government) are squashed, tormented and provoked.  

 

Distinct Cultures  

 

Depending on the specific culture of the childrenôs home the space for play, 

experimentation and shared communication may or may not exist. The manager of the 

childrenôs home creates the type of environment within each residential setting. My 

experiences of working closely within two residential homes and visiting a number of 

others revealed how different each of these settings could be. Within one the doors were 

locked, physical restraints were common and the staff spent much of their time in the 

office writing reports about the residents. The policing and surveillance culture within 

this home dominated the time and space created to interact with the young people. This, 

in turn, had a negative effect on the young people with many of them regularly 

absconding and offending. In another home the culture was very different in that meal 
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times, group activities and the opportunity for staff to interact with the young people was 

made a priority. These young people were more settled as a result. They each attended 

various after-school activities and play was a regular feature within the home.  

 

Within these óclosed institutionsô, such as childrenôs homes, the culture that defines day-

to-day practice is kept isolated from any outside influence.
297

 This creates detached 

microcosms of cultures and norms led by the management styles and the ways in which 

staff groups respond to this direction. The dominant top-down directions of power that 

are inherent within the wider contextual care structures are often replicated within these 

settings; from senior management teams onto the unit manager onto the residential staff 

teams. These power structures are often further manifested in the ópecking orderô created 

between the young people. Bullying between groups of LAC is a significant problem 

with often serious implications.
298

 This piece of research comments on the ódistinct 

culturesô created within different residential care homes: 

 

Yet each group developed a unique culture with respect to the details of its goal systems; 

its beliefs and attitudes; norms, structures, procedures, routines and customs; degree of 

internal cohesiveness, and the nature of the boundary between home and the outside 

world. In each case the distinctive culture that emerged was influencedé.by the 

leadership style of the unit manager and relationships within the staff group. Some staff 

groups were mutually supportive, some conflict-ridden.
299

 

  

The dangers of distinct cultures in closed, total institutions with no clarity on role other 

than to detain and police young people are the degrees of abuse and neglect that can 

become normalised. Depending on the integrity of the unit manager and the motivation of 

the staff team these settings have the potential to be dire places fraught with power games 
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and abuse. This is touched on within this extract from Alison Lapperôs story of growing 

up in residential care:  

 

The staff abused us. They exploited us. They terrorised us. Itôs a sickening thing to have 

to write, but the children who were most impaired and most vulnerable, much more than 

me, were the ones they targeted for the worse abuses and mistreatmenté.I didnôt like 

Banstead from the first moment I saw itéI could tell immediately that this was yet 

another place where the staff exerted power over the residents and bowed down and 

scraped to the hierarchy above them. 
300

 

 

óPindownô and Gareth Myatt 

 

óPindownô is a widely acknowledged case of institutional abuse that took place across a 

number of residential childrenôs homes as the result of methods introduced by Tony 

Latham, an area manager who rose to the position over a number of childrenôs homes in 

Staffordshire.
301

  Lathamôs methods of severe and repetitive forms of physical and mental 

abuse inflicted upon the young people living within these settings were readily adopted 

by those who worked in institutions that he managed. óFuelled by crude ideas about 

therapeutic techniques [and] unregulated and in the hands of its exponents [his] approach 

went disastrously óover the topô
302

. As Kahan and Levy explain:  

 

Pindown was clearly an attempt to exert control over a group of children who were seen 

as prone to absconding: one of the house rules of the unit where it was employed was 

óDO AS IS TOLDô.
303

 

 

Kahan claims that the Pindown case created shock waves that greatly heightened 

awareness in central and local government and ómade a new beginning possibleô; yet this 

ónew beginningô has fundamentally failed to impact on the very real opportunities for 
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these types of abuse and neglect to continue happening within such settings.
304

 What is 

significant about the Pindown case is that these practices were open to óscrutiny by 

managers who found nothing wrong with themô.
305

 It was media exposure by a Granada 

Television programme in 1990 that eventually prompted an inquiry and later resulted in 

five life sentences for Frank Beck in 1991for related sexual abuse on those in his care.
306

 

This highlights that residential settings are breeding grounds for distorted ideas about 

appropriate practice and no opportunity for staff to use their innate skills or engage in 

reflexive practice. Theory is driven down onto these closed settings with the 

unquestionable voice of authority coming from above.  

 

What is also paramount is that these types of practices remain ingrained throughout 

closed institutional care settings within contemporary arenas. The treatment of LAC and 

young offenders is implicitly based on doing as they are told. Their lives are undoubtedly 

governed by the same one-way directions of power with no opportunity to meaningfully 

participate in their development or be children and young people. The regimes within 

young offendersô institutions continue to subject young people to the deprivation of ótheir 

libertyô and óenforce social isolation, humiliation and oppressionô that characterised 

Pindown, as do many other residential care settings.
 307

  Deprivation, abuse and deaths 

within these closed institutions still occur, as with the case of Gareth Myatt who weighed 

seven stone and was killed whilst being physically restrained / PCCed (Physical Control 

in Care) by staff at Rainsbrook STC. In the eyes of the Crown Prosecution Service this 

was deemed a ótragic accidentô, a theme that will be explored below in terms of the 

incestuous relationship between the law and intervention. This newspaper extract helps to 

summarise this story:   

 

Criminal charges will not be brought against the three staff who were restraining a 

teenage prisoner when he lost consciousness and later died. The Crown Prosecution 

Service (CPS) has ruled Gareth Myattôs death just four days into a year sentence for theft 
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and assault at Rainsbrook Secure Training Centre near Rugby should be treated as a 

tragic accident. Fifteen-year-old Garethéwas being held in the now-banned double-

seated embrace by three staff when he lost consciousnesséHe died later at Walsgrave 

Hospitalé.. The decision has been slammed by the Howard League for Penal Reform. 

The Charityôs director Frances Cook said corporate manslaughter was a notoriously 

difficult charge to bring, but added private companies prepared to make a profit out of 

locking up young children should be held responsible when a child dies while being 

restrained by their staff.
308

 

 

These closed, total institutions are inherently subject to extremes in power abuse and the 

oppression of the young people within them. Forms and techniques of abuse and neglect 

vary and are played out on a number of different levels. For many, living within a care 

home that ólooks like a factoryô because of the bare walls and lack of care and affection 

they receive is a form of abuse and neglect.
309

 For others, being restrained and locked up 

in police cells for bad behaviour is predominant. For many more being treated as a 

number in a mechanical system that dehumanises and objectifies them is a form of 

institutionalised abuse that is often much more difficult to articulate but the effect of 

which renders them as óbeings for others and less than fully humanô.
310

   

 

The Impacts on Young People  

 

The impact on young people trapped within these frameworks is dependent on their 

unique responses to their specific set of experiences. The trends in how living in 

residential óiron-homesô and processes of dehumanisation and stigmatisation affect LAC 

are as follows. LAC lack confidence, self awareness, self-esteem and suffer with 

depression and mental health difficulties.
311

 A number of LAC have attempted or 
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considered suicide and self harm is endemic within childrenôs homes and young offender 

settings. LAC have no ownership over their stories, histories, ópersonal preservesô of 

information and are routinely and systematically objectified. They are made to beg for 

basic provisions such as toiletries and often cannot keep up with their peer groupôs 

fashion trends, further alienating them from another source of potential support. LAC are 

moved around to different homes, depending on budgets, top-down decisions and/or 

disruptions to placements. They fail academically and are often isolated by unfamiliar 

environments and displaced from their óhome worldsô and support networks.
312

 LAC 

have limited and curtailed opportunities for self expression, therapeutic ways of dealing 

with past abuses and traumas, and residential settings are not designed to encourage 

communication or reflection. The mistakes young people make, which are integral to 

growing up, are often penalised and criminalised disproportionately. The police and the 

courts of law are used as a first resort by front-line workers who have been 

disempowered and deskilled to think or practise in other ways.  

 

Looping cultures of punishment are often replayed to young people via case files and 

review meetings making it impossible to move on from past experiences or behaviour. 

LAC have no voice and no means through which to effectively communicate. As a result 

they often abscond, self-harm and become substance and alcohol dependent. LAC are 

stigmatised and criminalised both throughout care frameworks and within the wider 

community. They often have difficulties forging trusting relationships, which have 

historically been abusive and negative, experiences which are then compounded by the 

lack of love and affection experienced in residential/prison environments.
313

 The 

importance and rarity of the human touch was illuminated throughout my research:  

 

Me: what makes a good staff member? 

Aaron: Sueôs the best!  
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 Only 12% of children in care gain 5 A*-C GCSEs compared to 59% of all other children. Only 6% of 

care leavers enter higher education. 22% of care leavers will be unemployed after they leave school: 

Statistics gathered from various sources within: Breakthrough Britain. 2008. p.28  
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 óChildren and adults whose attachments are classified as disorganised/controlling are at significantly 

increased risk of a range of behavioural and mental health problems including depression, anxiety 

disorders, personality disorders, and post-traumatic stress disorderô in Howe. óPsychosocial workô. 2002. 
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Me: Why does she do a good job?  

Aaron: Coz she rubs my arm 

Me: She rubs your arm? 

Aaron: Yeah, she makes me cups of tea, sits down and watches t.v with me and rubs my 

arm
314

  

 

Residential settings un-train young people in basic life skills by curtailing their 

development processes. Rules, restrictions and top-down decisions determine LACs lives. 

They therefore do not develop a ónormalô understanding of action and implications 

because these are distorted, over-blown, exaggerated and inconsistent. LAC are 

disempowered and alienated from decision making processes; their provisions are 

allocated to them for which they are in constant dispute and stuck in a provider-receiver 

relationship. As a result, LAC struggle when they are deemed a ócare leaverô and are 

effectively spat-out of the care system most commonly aged 16. They lack life skills and 

have been óun-trainedô throughout their institutionalised upbringing. A devastating 

number of LAC become embroiled in the adult prison system, end up on the streets 

and/or become teenage parents, thus repeating the ócycle of deprivationô that embroils 

generation after generation.
315

 LAC are colonised, institutionalised and have been 

labelled with a criminal record from an early age and never supported to address the roots 

of their problems. Restraints, power relations and mental torment within residential 

settings compound their trauma and offer them no relief from a life of misery.
316

 This is 

further exasperated by bullying cultures within care homes between young people as 

another layer of playing out power as learnt behaviour.  
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LAC often become fragile adults and remain dependent on social services systems in one 

capacity or another. Raped and robbed of their identities, imaginations, childhood spaces, 

protections and belief systems they have become an empty vessel to be filled with 

dominant ideas. Many care leavers are left believing in the identity they have been given, 

issued with and had enforced upon them. They live under the stigma of bad, useless, mad, 

underachiever, criminal, violent, worthless and unlovable with no reason to believe 

anything other. Their lives have been a revolving cycle of neglect and labelling. It is little 

surprise that they go on to be the parents of the next generation of poor law children.  

 

The Lack of Practical Impact of óRadical Valuesô within the Web of Welfare  

 

Intervention in the form of language wrangles in closed court rooms where an example of 

institutional care failings is used to make minor alterations to the understanding of law 

simply etches out a more complicated system. These cases are important but only provide 

those who are fighting within these systems more terms of reference when working 

within these institutional frameworks about what defines good and legal practice. These 

new references have little impact on the day-to-day lives of looked-after children because 

their lives are overshadowed by the dominant cultures, attitudes and practices that fester 

within these closed settings. The public look to the government for answers; but it is the 

methods used by the government and the dominant directions of power and influence that 

maintain and exacerbate these problems. Institutionalised intervention results in the 

institutionalisation of young people. YOIs contain a social problem that is not dealt with 

in any holistic way. The bigger picture of their needs is ignored whilst they are being 

processed and then spat out again, back into the chaos they were plucked from. Control 

and restraint dominates over the investment in the specific needs and potentials of young 

people within contemporary care systems. Change is seen as something done to people as 

opposed to with them.  Flexibility and creativity simply do not fit with the rigid 

infrastructures that scaffold the existing system.  

 

Recent developments in the practices of the youth justice field include restorative justice 

as a mechanism to help reform young offenders. This, as a technique and a model has 
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been óproclaimed as a significant developmentô, representing óa participative approach to 

dealing with young offenders outside the court process, and promoting dialogue and 

problem-solving between offender and victimô.
317

 The problem with this ósignificant 

developmentô is that it relies on the young person, the óoffenderô, first admitting their 

guilt with the prime focus being on óthe offence rather than any other significant issues of 

concernô.
318

 As Smith explains:  

 

The young personôs perspective comes into play, but the power to define the óproblemô 

and the form of intervention remains elsewhere.
319

 

 

These trends are replicated by the complaints system used within residential care and 

youth justice systems. Introduced as a way for looked after and locked up children to 

have their say about the services they receive and articulate any grievances they may 

have, the complaint system is often worse than useless. Not only do these procedures 

reduce young peopleôs concerns and feelings to a paper exercise but the investigation 

process into the complaint is kept within the realms of the institution. It is therefore 

owned by the institution and open to the manipulation of those within these frameworks. 

These same problems haunt advocacy interventions as I came to realise when attempting 

to make a difference within this role (Chapter 7). The óladder of participationô is a useful 

indicator as to how these radical values and liberatory language are circumscribed by a 

hierarchical, linear, successive framework which is epitomised in this diagram and was 

referred to throughout social care practice.
320

 This is symptomatic of practice cultures 

throughout capitalist and globalising models of development. The next section will 

examine my experiences at Medway.  

 

Medway Secure Training Centre (STC)  

 

I worked in Medway for 2 ½ years as a visiting advocate employed by Voice advocacy 

service (Voice will be discussed more fully in Chapter 7). Medway is one of the five 
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STCs New Labour introduced into the Child Welfare arena in 1998. Goldson refers to the 

óbarrage of informed critiqueô from professionals that have led to petitions, inquiries and 

explicit demands to close down STCs that have been ignored.
321

 This further 

demonstrates how research is selected carefully by central government offices and 

supposed methods of regulation, intervention and transparency are dismissed and/or 

deviated from at their own discretion. These investigations have consistently exposed the 

institutionalised abuse that routinely takes place in these ósoulless, warehouses for 

vulnerable young peopleô
322

. Within these settings staff are poorly trained and ill-

equipped to deal with the young people they work with resulting in an extremely high 

staff turnover rate.
323

 The cost of incarcerating a young person within a STC is estimated 

at £3,000 a week and re-offending rates are almost 90%.
324

 Millions of pounds are 

therefore being wasted in compounding and exacerbating looked after and locked up 

childrenôs problems, money which could go towards making genuine differences to their 

lives in ways led by them.  

 

The practice of physical restraints within STCs dominates the culture of how to deal with 

young people. This power technique is rationalised by the rhetoric óPhysical Control in 

Careô (PCCs) whilst simultaneously masking the brutality involved in the act of 

physically over-powering, humiliating and violating a young personôs body and soul. It is 

at this sharp-end that the dominant trends, attitudes and cultures intrinsic and entrenched 

within British child welfare arenas, are magnified. The power structures, acts of false 

generosity and webs constructed around the misery of disadvantaged young people to 

feed off their imposed powerlessness and maintain dominant order over an underclass are 
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played out behind the closed doors of Medway STC in ways that are barely conceivable 

to outsiders. The impact of these cultures of violation and physical brutality inflicted on 

young people who have already suffered abuse at the hands of adults and are made to re- 

experience these power techniques, is sickening.  

 

It is of concern that the only compulsory component of prison officer training is physical 

control and restrainté.Children in a residential care in Scotland cited feelings of 

violation and abuse following restraintéwhile patients of mental health services who had 

histories of abuse often related restraint to previous traumasé It has also been suggested 

that restraint of a child can also impact on those children who witness the 

restraintéObserving a child being restrained can be traumatic and lead to divisive ñthem 

and usò relationships between staff and children.
325

 

 

The following extract attempts to critique my observations within Medway STC and 

contextualise the theories I have presented in Chapters 3 and 4 up to this point. I have 

chosen to use a less academic tone in this section to avoid presenting a theory of abuse 

but rather a story of experience as to what this abuse looked and felt like for the young 

people. Throughout this extract I will draw on the common characteristics observed by 

Goffman to highlight how Medway represents a total institution within British child 

welfare arenas. I will also use abstracts from the Carlile Inquiry and óChaos, Neglect and 

Abuseô. Both of these reports were commissioned by The Howard League for Penal 

Reform that works extensively across the secure estate representing the rights of young 

people in custody and campaigning for changes to the ways in which these 

establishments are run. 

 

Other extracts drawn upon within this section have been selected from the notes I was 

required to write after each visit as a record of my work as an advocate. These reveal my 

immediate responses to incidents as well as the culture of órecordingô that dominates 

professional interventions. Regardless of the horror that takes place and is reported back 

via óofficial proceduresô impact is curtailed and hands are tied. Voice advocacy service 

was commissioned and contracted by the YJB to work within youth custody settings 
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across England and Wales and, as a result, anxiety over their own self-preservation and 

perverse relationship of co-dependency overshadowed their integrity in terms of exposing 

the truths for fear of ruffling too many feathers. This summary from Muncie helps to 

contextualise this use of science and procedure as a contemporary tool of hidden power 

abuses:  

 

[In Childrenôs Homes, YOIs and STCs] officially sanctioned policies and practices are 

tantamount to óinstitutionalised child abuseôéthose responsible are frequently able to 

neutralize accountability, evade responsibility and operate with impunity.
326

  

 

My Reflections  

 

  I never got used to going into Medway. The horror of seeing children locked up and 

being treated in the way they were never wore off in the 2 ½ years I made visits to the 

centre. For me, Medway encapsulates the fundamental problems with British society and 

its care system. It epitomizes the examples of repressive practice and the impact of these 

practices on the individual child. It typifies how institutionalised care provision has 

replaced community and humanity. Medway represents the extremes of Western, 

capitalist, institutionalised systems and what they do to young people, relationships, 

human interactions, instinct and development.  

 

I do not believe that anyone was born óbadô. I believe that every child is innocent and 

what happens to them and how they develop is a direct reflection of their surroundings 

and their óparentingô both by their immediate guardians and by the wider society. I do not 

believe that children should be locked up and denied their human rights as a resolution to 

their behaviour and actions.  I believe young peopleôs actions are a testimony to their 

understandings and are their responses to the situations they find themselves in. We are 

all responsible for how the children of our society are developing and what is happening 
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to them; and what is happening to them is that they are being neglected and abused by 

systems that fool people into believing in and paying for this mistreatment.
327

   

 

Iôm afraid Medway has left me cynical to the belief that the government is in any way 

interested in helping and supporting young people from the most disadvantaged and 

deprived areas to be able to turn their lives around and have positive futures. The youth 

offending system is a horrific cycle of suffering within which óyoung offendersô are 

punished on a level deeper than any justifiable action for their crimes.  

 

Entering Medway: Institutional Displays  

 

The reception area of Medway was a small room with pieces of artwork by the young 

people decorating the walls. Rather ironically the theme for this work was ósafely 

containedô.
328

  This was where visitors signed in. I would wait in reception until I was 

collected by a member of staff and brought through a doorway into another area to be 

searched and issued a radio. It was compulsory to carry a radio for ósafety reasonsô.
329

 In 

this second room there were lots of television screens behind the desk showing footage 

from the dozens of cameras hidden throughout Medway. If you stared at these screens for 

too long you were told to look away. Within this small compressed area you waited to be 

met by a member of staff to take you through onto the units. Through another door and 

you were within the main block. This is where outside visitors would be taken for 

meetings and visits. On the walls large framed posters were hung with liberatory 

philosophies from Ghandi and Martin Luther King.
330

 It was modern and clean. Once 
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through the main block you entered onto óthe greenô, a balding grassy area encircled by 

the different units.
331

 The atmosphere from the main block onto the green area instantly 

changed. You were within the prison confines. Young people would often be standing 

around the green area in a huddle. Occasionally they had a ball to play with; otherwise 

they just stood whilst various members of staff reminded them of the rules. These 

included not walking on the grass but staying on the paths unless a specific grass related 

game was being played.  

 

The óBreaking-inô of Young People  

 

Medway was horrific for many different reasons but by far the most prevalent was the 

visible impact it had on the young people there. I would watch a common cycle being 

played out from when a young person first arrived onto the unit over the course of my 

next visits, normally with two weeks in between each one. The stronger characters would 

come in loud and bold, making very noisy efforts not to be seen as a pushover. As the 

weeks would go by I would watch them become broken by the regime of Medway. By 

my third visit they would appear distant, lost and shell-like. They would have less to tell 

me because they had given up hope that anything would change as a result, and they were 

right. This would take just over a month. Their physical appearance would have 

dramatically changed. Made to wear substitute clothing belonging to Medway until their 

own clothes arrived, they were often made to wait unnecessarily to receive these items 

with regular reports of things going missing in transit. The toiletries provided were often 

cheap with no consideration to the needs of Afro-Caribbean hair or skin. They were 

stripped and humiliated of their personal preserves, with strip-searching also a part of 

ónormal routineô.  
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Lack of Therapy, Ability to Express Emotion  

 

There was no space for young people within Medway to be young people. They were 

taken through a strict regime of education, meal times and bedtime. Free time was spent 

watching television or films. óGreen-timeô was their time allowed outside which was 

normally spent huddled together or walking around in a circle. I was concerned by how 

little space or opportunity there was for the young people to express themselves and 

release anger and frustration. There was no outlet or therapeutic intervention for any of 

the things they had experienced or were experiencing whilst inside Medway. As a result 

the young people often hurt themselves as explored in these two extracts below.  

 

My notes:  Wednesday 17
th
 October 2007  

I called and spoke to Abbi. She is very distressed and has started self-harming which she 

has never done beforeé.She smashed up her room because she was so angry about not 

being checked on and being forgotten. After this (later on) she tied a sock around her 

neck and tried to kill herself. She has spoken to Rena about this and was told that Rena 

would look into why this happened. She said that she did not want to make an official 

complaint because she didnôt want to get anyone in trouble. She has recently lost a very 

good friend who also killed themselves and feels she needs counselling but there is no 

therapy in Medway, she has been sent to Dr. Davenport but she feels that she does not 

need a psychiatrist because she ñis not madò
332

.  

 

Letter to the Pastor: 23
rd

 September 2007 

Dear Nathan / someone / anyone:  

We wanted to write to you with some ideas to help us, we need somewhere to go and 

lash out in, like a soft room with a punch bag and somewhere like a sensory room to help 

us to chill out. At the moment weôre punching mattresses and walls and if you want or 

need to get off the unit you canôt thereôs no where to go and we need to get away from 

each other. By punching things we let out our aggression, which we need to do because 

we all have a lot of anger
333

.  
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Stigmatization, Negative Self-image  

 

The young people would often ask me how I felt working with ócriminalsô; their 

perceptions of self were very negative. A large proportion of them were in custody for 

breaching their licensing terms and conditions. For many others I did not know why they 

were there and I did not ask. They spoke about their lives on the outside and where they 

had come from. Their stories resonated with what I had seen and heard during my time 

working on the estates. They rarely protested their innocence but would share with me 

the type of chaotic and violent backgrounds they had come from. Where possible I tried 

to facilitate discussions between them about their experiences and how they would like 

things to be different when they left Medway. I remember this once happening between a 

small group of girls on one unit and sitting back to listen to them try to help each other 

and make sense of their worlds and each otherôs realities. There was no space created for 

these types of discussions or processes of reflection within Medway, nor were they part 

of my role as a visiting advocate. I was expected to just ask each young person if they 

were O.K and assist in the writing of a complaint if this was requested.  

 

I met hundreds of young people in my time working at Medway. In all of them I saw 

children lost in an adult world, suffering at the hands of a crumbling society and further 

denied by systems that fail to help them to recover or move on. Different young people 

whom I had worked with years before in the childrenôs homes would appear on the units, 

no longer as little as they had been, all with the same haunted expressions. Others came 

from the estates I had worked on during my time at the housing association. Sometimes I 

knew them personally, other times I knew the estate they lived on and people they knew. 

This cycle is echoed below:  

 

Everyone I knew was in here, from the kidsô homes. It was like a big family reunion!
334
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All them little jobs ï special needs, social workers, police, prison officers ï at the end of 

the day depend on black boys like us failing. If we donôt keep on failing what would 

happen to all those high salaries?
335

 

 

Sanctions, Disinfecting Identities and óLoopingô Punishments   

 

There were many strategies and techniques used to other the young people and ensure the 

staff treated them as such. One rather poignant example was the naming of the staff area 

which was off-limits to the young people. This was called the ósterile areaô.
336

 On each 

floor there were two units where the young people were detained with a ósterile areaô in 

between. The ósterile areaô consisted of offices where files were kept about each of the 

young people for all members of staff to access. The use of the term ósterileô implied that 

because none of the young people were able to access this area, it was therefore ócleanô, 

uninfected and sanitised. Within this area large warnings about particular young people 

were hung up and a points system that scored each young personôs sanctions was 

monitored. This was something of a power hub where staff could decide on different 

actions for the young people and where clothes and toiletries were stored.  

 

The young people often complained that their points dropped dramatically when a 

member of staff they did not have a good relationship with, was on shift. The amount of 

points earned would dictate the privileges each young person was eligible for. Different 

points meant different bandings of liberties. These one-sided, exclusive decision making 

processes about young people, what they were and were not deserving of, was typical of 

how Medway and ótotal institutionsô work; reflecting óLoopingô punishments and the 

judging of the soul cited throughout Goffman and Foucaultôs critiques of penal worlds:  

 

This obligation not only puts the individual in a submissive or suppliant roleééébut 

also opens up his line of action to interceptions by staff. Instead of having his request 

immediately and automatically granted, the inmate may be teased, denied, questioned at 
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length, orémerely put offéThe inmateôs attentionécomes to be fixed on these 

supplieséHe can spend a whole day, like a fanatic, in devoted thoughts about the 

possibility of acquiring these gratificationsé
337

 

 

Often, on the whim of the óDuty Officer Managerô (DOM), the young people would be 

denied green-time. The access to fresh-air is a legalised, basic human right, but in this 

context could easily be revoked and reframed as a necessary injunction. A green-time ban 

would also be used as an individual punishment under the guise that a risk assessment 

had deemed that a young person was not safe enough to be allowed outside. On occasions 

a ólock-downô of the whole centre would occur meaning every young person in Medway 

would be confined to their rooms/cells for lengthy periods of time.  

 

Being denied fresh air and open space had a drastic effect on the young people. The units 

were small with basic, hard furniture and no play resources. There was little light and no 

luxuries.
338

 Green time was their only opportunity to escape the dark, dank, depressing 

feeling of the unit. Denying green-time had a direct impact on the levels of tension on the 

unit, as was the intention. As young people, who had already experienced a 

disproportionate amount of abuse and neglect, confining them to a small space with no 

place to escape resulted in an escalated number of fights, incidents of self harm and 

PCCs. There is no doubt that this was used as an intentional cause-effect power technique 

by the DOMs, as a way of exerting power over the young people to remind them who was 

in charge. The unit staff would often despair about how much harder their shift was made 

as a result of green-time bans and openly confirmed that these were a strategic power-

control technique employed by the DOMs. 

 

The United Nations Rules for the Protection of Juveniles Deprived of their Liberty states: 

Every juvenile should have the right to a suitable amount of time for daily free exercise, 

in the open air whenever weather permits, during which time appropriate recreational 
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and physical training should normally be provided.é..There seemed no opportunity for 

children to run. They rarely felt fresh air, sunshine or rain. This is almost certainly a 

contributory factor to conflicté
339

 

 

Violation and Physical Abuse  

 

Throughout my time working at Medway I saw countless marks, bruises and cuts on 

young peopleôs arms, necks, faces and legs from physical restraints. One young person 

had finger marks on his neck four days after a restraint had taken place. Another young 

person had one whole side of her face raw and bleeding from a carpet burn whilst being 

pinned down to the floor. Medway is the epitome of a culture that is designed to control 

and restrain young people as opposed to helping them to reflect, recover and participate 

in their development. The dominant mechanisms used within this setting emulate the 

fundamental problems within British ideology in terms of how care, development, 

intervention and aid are perceived. Medway throws a light on the philosophies and 

practices that underpin British social care cultures and how British governments believe 

ócareô should be administrated. This theme was echoed in The Carlile Inquiry:  

 

My Inquiry has considered the various ways that children are treated in penal custody, 

which I believe would, in any other circumstance, trigger a child protection investigation 

and could even result in criminal charges. The Inquiryôs work was based in England but I 

believe the general principles apply more widelyééthere are over-riding concerns about 

the forcible stripping of young people, long periods of isolation as punishment and the 

physical restraint of children.
340

 

 

Medway, as a micro-example, demonstrates the ways in which British institutional 

approaches towards child development and child welfare are based on segregation, 

isolation, punishment, point systems, brutality, labelling, reports, merits, power, control, 

restraint, restriction, inconsistencies, bullying, abuse, mental torment. It is these power 

techniques that contribute to the unnecessary suffering of young people and ensure that 
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they remain trapped within a cycle of deprivation and crime. It is the unseen crimes of 

these institutions that are causing the real pain and damage to our society whilst 

maintaining the class divisions on which capitalism and the Western world relies. 

Medway reveals the fundamental problems of attitude and practice in these closed, total 

institutions and the very real potential for these settings to become hot-houses for torment 

and abuse rather than reform and recovery.  

 

Within Medway I noticed changes in new members of staff who, initially expressing a 

genuine level of care for the young people, became hardened and more aggressive over 

time. The dominant culture was to hold the young people with low regard, with those 

who were most tough, most likely to be promoted. I witnessed staff members provoking 

individual young people into ókicking offô which would be followed by calls to senior 

members of staff to come onto the unit to restrain the young people.  

 

The Inquiry received one submission alleging that some staff would ñbaitò children into 

situations that would result in restraint for their own gratification
341

. 

 

I listened to many stories about the trends of abuse the young people had suffered at the 

hands of their ócarersô. Within the STC the dominant staff culture was to treat them as 

criminals, óothersô and to tease and provoke young people. Those members of staff from 

a different mindset often ended up resigning from their positions or eventually colluding 

with this culture.
342

 Chloe was a young traveller child:  

 

My notes: 2
nd

 March 2006  

When I arrived on the unit Chloe was distressed and staff seemed to be following her 

around the unit telling her to calm down. Natalie and Jade informed me that the staff had 

PCCed [physically restrained] her for óagesô the night before and it had upset everyone. 

Natalie said that staff and young people had cried because it was so traumatic. éshe was 

PCCed in her room for approx. 40 minutes. Natalie had tried to calm her down whilst the 

staff held her.  Chloe seemed to get more distraught and various members of staff kept 
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arriving on the unit resulting in approximately 7 members of staff stood around Chloe in 

the living room area. Staff included Rene, Andy and Lynn.  Eventually Lynn and others 

took Chloe into the kitchen where she was spoken toé.I felt that Chloe would have been 

PCCed if I hadn't been on the unit. The other young people seemed to be anticipating this 

also
343

.  

 

Cultures of Silence: Complaints and Reviews 

 

It was normal for these children to be let down over and over again whilst continuing to 

punish them for what they had done. Plans regarding young peopleôs release were non 

existent with social workers often using the time young people were in Medway as a 

chance to concentrate on other caseloads. Some young people were advised by social 

workers to go to housing departments and declare themselves homeless on release. 

Although the young people were criticised and condemned endlessly for their bad and 

irresponsible behaviour the professionals broke endless promises and treated them with 

total disregard. The power imbalances and dominant views of these young people 

allowed these hypocrisies and inconsistencies to appear entirely rational. It seemed such 

an obvious and blatant oversight of all these óprofessionalsô that these young people were 

simply acting out and responding to the chaotic lifestyles they were trapped within. 

Perhaps it was just easier to believe that they were óborn badô. This neglect for the young 

personôs future upon release was particularly evident in Abiôs case:  

 

My notes: Wednesday 17
th
 October 2007  

Abbi does not know where she will be living. Her YOT has told her this will be a hostel ï 

she does not want to go to a hostel because she is likely to get back into drugs and fall 

into a bad crowdé.She said: ñIf I had something to do I wouldnôt be on drugs and drink.. 

I am not a violent person and I am in here for a violent offenceò I advised Abbi to speak 

to Howard League, the phone then went dead
344

.  

 

As a visiting advocate one of my main roles was to help the young people to voice their 

concerns and challenge aspects of their treatment within the STC. The procedure for 
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making a complaint against the institution was owned by the institution, meaning that an 

internal investigation into each complaint was conducted by those working within the 

STC. Many of the young people reported incidents when they had been visited by senior 

members of staff and advised to drop their complaint. They were intimidated into 

withdrawing their grievances and I would be informed by the young person on my next 

visit that they were no longer interested in pursuing their complaint as with Jamie:  

 

My notes: 15
th
 August 2006  

Jamie said that he had written a letter of complaint regarding the second PCC when Jack 

Tilley had ñstrangledò him. Jamieôs mother had also written a letter to Lucas regarding 

this. Jamie told me that this had happened at 9am in the morning when Maria Taylor had 

sent him to his room twice and he felt she was picking on him. Jamie told her to go to the 

other end of the corridor and argue with herself. Maria told him to go to his room and 

when he wouldnôt go he was PCCed. Jack was called and involved.  Jamie feels this was 

unfair because he hadnôt been abusive or violent in any way. Jack visited Jamieôs room at 

12noon (3 hours afterwards) to ñpatch things upò and said ñthereôs no hard feelingsò to 

Jamie and shook his hand. Jamie said he thought this was ñreally sly of himò.
345

  

 

These types of diversion and intimidation tactics occurred throughout the units and were 

also reflected within review meetings. The young people would be accused of óexciting 

behaviourô which was used as a warning which could result in a restraint and/or being 

physically removed from the room. As the young people tried to express how they felt 

and/or challenge their experiences of abuse within the STC this term was used as a threat 

to ensure they calmed down and shut-up. It was also used in reference to trying to 

óexciteô others into rebellion if one young person was seen to be enticing others into 

being aware of the contradictions within Medway. Discussions around the problems 

within Medway between young people were actively squashed with the blame placed on 

the strongest and often most articulate character as the ring-leader who would be 

removed and penalised. The young people were forbidden from critiquing their 

experiences within the institution.  
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The Howard League for Penal Reformôs legal team has identified serious gaps in the 

planning and provision of support and accommodation for children leaving custody, such 

that the risk of children re offending is unnecessarily high and many children are 

returning to precisely the same situation that led to their initial incarceration.
346

 

 

óPacksô for Development  

 

Within Medway there was no access to therapeutic intervention. There was one 

psychologist who worked with all of the children. These sessions were reported to be 

disturbing and negative experiences, the result of which was whether the young person 

was prescribed medicine, or not. This reflects a clinical approach to social problems. The 

young people are categorised by a professional and prescribed a scientific cure for their 

ailments and deficiencies. The young person does not participate in their own 

development and instead they are told what medicines they require. Similarly packs were 

issued as a means of addressing the young peopleôs issues, the completion of which 

contributed to a broader programme of point and banding systems. The packs dealt with 

varying issues and problems such as drug misuse and were to be completed by the young 

person and overseen by a member of staff. Again, the young people spoke negatively of 

the packs and their efficiency at helping in any real way. For many, they were viewed as 

something to further their position on the points system in order to gain more privileges. 

These clinical and academic approaches to development, self awareness and growth 

reflect a wider systematic culture that views social problems as a deficiency within the 

individual that can be fixed by a process of correcting people. The use of a form, a pill, a 

pack or a meeting between professionals continued to characterise the relationship 

between contemporary institutionalised care and the philosophies that founded these 

corrective institutions in the nineteenth century.
347
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As with restraints and locking young people in their rooms to calm down, both in 

Medway and in the childrenôs homes, these practices are based on the belief that if you 

contain the problem, if you suppress the emotion, it will not disrupt the wider system. 

There is no space for individual problems or emotionally-driven behaviour. The system 

in short, cannot cope with people because people are unique and unpredictable and 

governed by feelings, reactions and opinions. Instead the system is interested in 

containing and processing people as if they were cattle. It is designed to treat young 

people as a homogeneous group who can be funnelled down various paths and routes 

until they are no longer the responsibility of the care system and are passed over to 

another department. As with academic systems there is a governing agenda and criteria 

within which young people must fit; refusal to comply results in exclusion. Western 

development systems are rigid and intolerant of individual needs regardless of how 

persistently social policy claims this is a priority.  

 

Evidence submitted to the Inquiry suggested that the emphasis in childrenôs secure 

establishments appeared to be very much on physical interventioné.Merely to punish 

children does not teach them how to behave differently and in fact can leave them angrier 

and more likely to respond in an aggressive way in future. If staff are seen to respond in a 

physical way to conflict this will be ómodelledô by the childrené..There are different 

restorative justice models that can be usedéé..flexibility should be maintained so that 

all needs are catered for
348

. 

 

Within Medway and other closed institutions the distinct culture is dominated by the 

management and infiltrated through the staff team regardless and often in direct 

contradiction to the rhetoric, rights and research from the outside. New policy exists as an 

abstract concept to the day to day realities of the young people and front-line staff 

trapped within these perverse microcosms. It is the cultures of practice and dominant 

attitudes of those who control these immediate environments that impact on the lived 

experiences of the young people and the personally harboured biases and racisms held by 

the staff teams that construct these realities, not the words found on the glossy pages of 

new policies.  
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The Search for Practice  

 

How to drive change on the ground, that is the big questionô
349

 

 

Evidence suggests that an alternative practice approach is to respond in a non 

judgemental but sensitive way that allows the young person to build up trust while 

retaining control over their own body to do what they want. This approach, carefully 

managed, has been demonstrated as effective
350

.  

 

The well acknowledged problems within contemporary social care settings have inspired 

a number of new theories as to how to improve practice, as these quotations exemplify. 

Cross-disciplinary ideas help to frame and define what my work within these settings has 

achieved. My research has brought together the applied theatre paradigm and the child 

welfare arena and has examined the potential for applied theatre practice to illuminate 

and address the problems within these contexts. The interplays, resistances, new 

techniques and strategies, as defining elements of my research, will be examined over the 

next three chapters (5-7). This investigation sheds new light onto a number of emerging 

critical theories that explicitly call for a new type of practice. My work, therefore, 

introduces a pedagogical model and creative praxis, as applied theatre, within child 

welfare arenas that can demonstrate and translate these calls for a critical, creative, child-

led, reflexive practice, as will be further explored below.  

 

we need to be ethnically sensitive, self-aware, reflective and reflexive if we are to 

develop the capacity to engage in open and honest dialogue with service users and other 

professionals
351
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Research with Children  

 

Hendrick cites feminist theory in the search for a ósharp-methodological understandingô 

of how to better research the lives and worlds of young people.
 352

 His concerns with the 

ómuffled voices of childrenô and the inherent power relations in history-making and 

Western research echo my theoretical framework (in Chapter 3 in particular) and my 

praxis as a counter to these trends.
353

  Research with children is a broad sociological field 

with many new techniques resonating with liberatory methods endorsed by Smith and 

hooks. óNarrative therapiesô, holistic, biographical accounts and quasi-longitudinal 

approaches each demonstrate a practical, emancipatory approach to enabling young 

people to explore and define their own worlds within flexible research agendas.
354

 These 

techniques and models reflect de-colonising methodologies and creative approaches to 

helping young people to come to voice as well as developing a critical consciousness of 

their existing realities through the process of formulating their own perspectives.  

 

My use of drama, theatre, film, sculpture and the reframing of young people as 

researchers, interviewers and curators of their own óindividual-piecesô builds on these 

theories. My work demonstrates a child-centred pedagogy through which new techniques 

can emerge in response to specific research agendas, ideas and identities, as will be 

established in Chapter 5 and expanded upon in Chapters 6-8. This notion of frames and 

repositioning young people at the centre of research aligns with Heathcote, OôToole and 

OôConnorôs work.  

 

The focus on óHopeô in Robb, OôLeary, Mackinnon and Bishopôs book and the use of 

photography as a methodology to enable young people to capture their worlds through 

images relating to hope presents a unique insight into the world views of young people 

living on the margins and into the use of narrative therapies and photo-voice . These 

                                                 
352

 Hendrick, H. óThe Child as a Social Actor in Historical Sources, Problems of Identification and 

Interpretationô in Christensen, P. and James, A. (eds) Research with Children, Perspectives and Practices. 

London and New York: Falmer Press, 2000. p.41  
353

 Ibid. p.43  
354

 As discussed throughout: Robb, OôLeary, Mackinnon and Bishop. Hope. 2010; MacDonald, R. and 

Marsh, J. Disconnected Youth? Growing up in Britainôs Poor Neighbourhoods. Basingstoke: Palgrave, 

2005. pp.41-44  



 

 

144 

authors raise important ideas regarding materialism, violence and capitalism and the ways 

in which these frameworks impact on and are reflected through young peopleôs ideas of 

hope and success. This research makes important connections, from the young personôs 

view outwards, placing them at the centre. Narrative therapies create a space for young 

people to reflect on and óname their own worldsô. Combined with the use of photography 

and artwork to construct these personal narratives
355

 this approach to research 

demonstrates Smithôs notions of ótelling our own stories in our own waysô and Boalôs 

ideas of ódeclarations of identityô. My research relates to and expands on narrative 

therapy techniques to explore specific ways of sharing these perspectives with relevant 

audiences. I am also particularly interested in the idea of children and young people as 

social actors and the need for the wider society to realise their responsibilities in creating 

a safe space for young people, as will be explored in Chapter 8. My research builds on 

the óunique marksô and multiple forms and shapes narrative therapies can take.  

 

Reframing Young People within their Communities 

 

Criminologists and sociologists have focused on the need to reveal the ófaces and 

historiesô of young people trapped within penal institutions as a counter to media frenzied 

ómoral panicsô. Muncie believes in the humanity of the public and the repeal of punitive 

approaches if these counter narratives were more widely known. These ideas resonate 

with TfD models and, in particular, Mdaôs research regarding óbullet theoriesô and the 

evolution of democratic mediums for the re-education of audiences programmed to think 

in certain ways about groups.
356

 Chapter 6 will focus on the experimentation of new 

methods to research and capture the real worlds of young people and the use of media to 

project these representations to a number organisational and communal audiences. 

Chapter 8 looks at the riots of 2011 as a cultural revolution and presents proposed new 

models through which to harness this rebellion and protest of young people in more 

effective ways. This theme of re-educating audiences and bringing to voice those silenced 
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in closed, total institutions so that young people can be reframed and re-believed in is 

paramount to my research.  

 

Creative Practice in Social Care  

 

Social work critical theorists express an explicit concern for the lack of opportunity for 

LAC to make sense of their lives and worlds and the specific barriers they face in 

communicating and/or developing meaningful relationships with others.
357

 Chambers has 

been a leading advocate for the efficiencies for creative arts as a varied tool to counter-act 

the consequences of abuse and neglect and to help with resilience, self esteem and 

relationships between young people and their carers. Chambers, who was involved in my 

later work at Voice, see Chapter 7, cites the wide use of 

 

creative arts and play in terms of promoting health, self-expression and enhanced social 

integration
358

   

 

in other settings and the comparable disregard for this work with looked after children. 

She reveals a culture in social care practice that considers arts work with looked after 

children as the professional preserve of play and drama therapists and asserts the need for 

this field to be opened up. Chambers calls for the training of social care staff in creative 

arts practice, for guidance in how to set up, manage and evaluate projects and for new 

partnerships between creative arts workers and social care professionals; all of which 

constructs a vital testimony to the fertility of this field in terms of developing applied arts 

practice within it.  

 

Other theorists widely acknowledge the need to develop a creative, critical, reflexive, 

engaging and transformative pedagogy amongst social care professionals.
359

 Their 
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language demonstrates recognition of what creative approaches can do and the wish to 

better understand this type of work. Critical theorists and disillusioned, yet determined, 

practitioners call for a praxis rooted in a creative, non linear framework. Alastair Roy, 

Frances Young and Corinne May-Chanal define this as a ócritical practice frameworkô 

with particular emphasis on how new pedagogy, critical reflexivity and consciousness 

can enable residential care to become more reflexive rather than defensive. These 

theorists resonate with many of hookôs ideas about collaborative classrooms by 

discussing multi-method approaches that recognise the diversities of children and 

facilitate their awareness of the óecology and social constructions of the residential 

spaceô.
360

  

 

Chapter 5 realises this vision after reflection on many years of collaborative creative 

work within residential settings involving staff and young people. This aspect of the 

practice looks specifically at the role of the facilitator as a cultural worker and a critical 

teacher working in oppositional spaces, as explored by Giroux and Shannon.
361

 My work 

in the childrenôs homes directly represents the re-invigoration of relationships within this 

setting and possibilities for a space to be created within which front-line workers can be 

re-humanised to work in re-humanising ways. My research examines some of the 

structural barriers that restrict and prevent this from happening and the cultural exchanges 

that I attempted to realise between myself and others in creating sustainable changes.  

 

óSocial Pedagogiesô 

 

óSocial Pedagoguesô who construct Denmarkôs social care system represent the most 

significant example of radical, creative social care practice.
 362

 The list of attributes that 

characterises this European equivalent of the social workerôs role illuminates the stark 

differences between a capitalist approach, aligned with the USA and European practice, 

which Britain used to concur with. Social pedagogues are highly qualified and each train 

to degree level over the course of 3-4 years. This training places an emphasis on 
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developing a range of creative skills with which to engage young people and share with 

them new skills. The social pedagogy role is grounded in philosophies of dialogue, 

empathy, affection, therapeutic approaches and inventive, person-specific ways of 

working with young people. The role of the óSocial Pedagogyô is committed to equipping 

young people with relevant tools for recovery and providing spaces with which to 

develop critical consciousness and self-belief.  

 

The comparisons between the outcomes for young people in care in Britain and Denmark 

are indicative of a culture that values people as well as reflecting the differences in how 

looked after children and being in care is nationally perceived. Englandôs interest in 

adapting this practice to British social care systems provides an explicit framework from 

which to teach applied arts practice and translate this type of work in relation to an 

existing and established model of practice. My work in children homes, working on the 

estates and my proposals in Chapter 8 examine how practice cultures can be transferred 

and translated.  

 

Family Group Conference (FGC) and Theatre for Development (TfD) 

 

Family Group Conference (FGC) is another international model that has been eagerly 

anticipated within British Social Care systems and seen as a potential new way to address 

structural power imbalances and the treatment of young people and families as welfare 

recipients. As the ósearch for practiceô continues in social care frameworks applied 

theatre/arts models continue to present the possibilities and points of cohesion.
363

 Nixon 

draws comparisons between New Zealand and British developments in their respective 

areas of child welfare/child protection. In New Zealand new policy was accompanied by 

practice development that sought to generate new models to support the rhetoric around 

empowerment, inclusion and partnership working. Nixon goes on to state how 

detrimental and inefficient safeguarding protocols are if all they do is monitor and further 

exacerbate the pressures already felt by struggling families, as has been the case in 
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Britain. Nixon was present at the Main-place pilot performance and declared the need for 

óeveryone in social care practice [to see] something like thisô.  

 

The FGC model is based on enabling those deemed in need of intervention being integral 

to decision-making processes about what this intervention should look like alongside the 

active involvement of wider community representatives and service providers. In this 

model agencies advertise and promote what they can offer with families deciding on what 

would best meet their needs and work best for them. This model is explored in relation to 

TfD practice within Chapter 6 and directly relates to TfD work that uses research, 

performance and discussion to achieve these shifts in power and control.
364

 FGC 

represents a fundamental shift in power and structures and it is this that makes it 

revolutionary in social care contexts. There have been attempts to adopt FGC in British 

cultures as Nixon explores below. Ironically, my manager at Voice who fervently resisted 

the idea of a workshop to generate new agendas with young people has been instrumental 

in researching FGC as a technique in British social care systems. This tension between 

new liberatory models and the ósticking pointsô of implementation are most extensively 

explored in relation to my research in Chapter 7 as Nixon helps to highlight:  

 

A major concern for FGC implementation groups across the UK has been to establish 

procedures that effectively make the link between FGCs and more established decision-

making processesé.but this appears beset with problems. Firstly, the transplantation of 

FGCs into current systems has tended to antagonise rather than complement existing 

processes and procedures. Working in specific procedural and administrative contexts, 

there is a tendency for social workers to see FGCs as another ótechniqueô to use óonô 

families, rather than representing a set of principles and values that could frame their 

agenciesô practice.
365

 

 

These types of inclusive models are echoed by other theorists in relation to offender 

programmes that link young people with their communities and advocates for practice 

cultures to build on accumulated, grass-roots professional knowledge and experience as 
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opposed to having to respond to top-down abstract theory. Other theorists explicitly 

appeal for ówhole family approachesô and the need to change the mindset of organisations 

and engage in a ówhole systems approachô to do so. FGC and these more widespread 

ideas are realised through TfD and applied theatre strategies and techniques, as I will 

examine in relation to specific examples of my practice.   

 

Conclusion  

 

Applied theatre practice endorses and demonstrates the ófalse dichotomy between theory 

and practiceô and, used with the social care context, has the capacity to expose the 

inherent contradictions of a liberatory rhetoric enveloped in inflexible systems as well as 

working in innovative ways to develop new praxis with young people and 

practitioners.
366

 Ethertonôs work with NGOs throughout a variety of Childrenôs Rights 

and TfD projects in Asia and Africa demonstrates specific shifts of emphasis away from 

óexpert cultureô and the reinvigoration of the innate skills and capacities within 

practitioners. The personal and institutional reflexivity these projects encourage 

evidences how the work can be used to challenge prejudices within organisational 

frameworks, reframe young people as active participants in the realisation of childrenôs 

rights and engage in a whole systems approach. 

 

The architecture of TfD programmes have the capacity to work on a number of utilitarian 

levels. The work itself demonstrates participatory and collaborative methods in 

developing more fixed ideas as well as reframing research as a collective activity that can 

utilise a range of different tools, mediums and frames. Young people can be seen 

differently by those who consider them passive receivers of welfare and intervention, and 

less than fully human. Genuine partnerships between young people and adults can be 

exemplified through the work and founded in the experience. Doing this work 

realises/materialises core concepts such as partnership, ownership, empowerment, and 

research. Text, theory, policy and language are translated in relation to actual situations, 
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stories and needs rather than policy being a concept that bears no relation to practice, 

driven in a downwards direction.  

 

Demonisations, globalising trends of development and homogenising and fathomed truths 

of othered groups can be reversed, revoked and made strange and unfamiliar through 

specific projections of the real worlds of participants. This work can illuminate the 

individualôs perspective and complexities and, in doing so, can dismantle power 

techniques that rely on the silent suffering and surplus use of others. Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 

8 will examine my practice in a range of specific contexts that bring to life and continue 

to knit together the critical, theoretical framework outlined throughout Chapters 3 and 4. 

This work will assess the potential for applied arts practice as a ópathology of hopeô for 

looked after children, examine the potential for the work to improve relationships in the 

immediate settings of the home context, examine how this work can alter practice 

cultures within organisational frameworks, and its impact on wider relationships within 

community contexts between young people and their communities; as well as using these 

wide ranging ideas to formulate a number of ongoing proposals with regards to what 

should happen next, in light of my extensive research project.   
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Chapter 5 

The Evolution of a Liberatory Pedagogy and Praxis 

in Residential Childrenôs Homes in Hampshire 

 

 

I developed a range of specific techniques and approaches when exploring the use of 

applied theatre work within residential childrenôs homes. These techniques and 

approaches aimed to counter context-specific sources of oppression and evolved as a 

practical realisation of what a liberatory, creative pedagogy and praxis could look like 

within these settings. As an adaptive methodology this work has explored how applied 

arts work can be used to create opportunities within different settings to critique the lived 

experiences of individuals and invent new ways of working within them from a person-

centred perspective.  

 

 Over a number of years my work within the childrenôs homes acted as research through 

practice. This research actively explored the cultures within the homes, the problems both 

young people and residential staff experience and the potential for applied theatre work to 

enhance these settings as an adaptive tool by responding to the changing dynamics and 

dimensions within them. It was through this work that my understandings of the role of 

the practitioner were formed. By working collaboratively with the young people and the 

staff I learnt, through reflexive practice, how to be of best use and how to read the 

various changes in atmospheres within the home.  

 

This chapter examines how the practice was shaped and moulded to explore identity, 

voice and hope through the reframing of the residential childrenôs home setting as a 

creative, collaborative space. By engaging both young people and the residential staff 

members this work revealed the potential to celebrate examples of good practice that  

takes place within these settings and helped to capture and critique these examples. By 

reframing the context and the relationships within it, the practice explored ways to 

liberate participants as individuals and engage them in ways that brought them together 

through play, experimentation and shared experiences. This chapter and Chapter 6 are 
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supported by visual appendices to bring to life these examples of practice and to 

demonstrate the ways in which this work could be further adopted within social care 

frameworks as a methodology. The following sections contextualise the potential for 

applied theatre/arts practice within this setting.  

 

The Mantle of the Expert as a Counter to Powerlessness; Raising Self Esteem  

 

I explored ways of treating young people as experts and as artists; both as the creators of 

meaning and as performers. óDaniel* the King of Cross-stonesô is one example where, by 

raising the status of the young person and making him the expert within his own world, 

he was able to critique his environment and reflect on what makes good and bad social 

work practice.
367

 This use of role was particularly significant because Daniel had been the 

longest resident at Cross-stones which was difficult for him because he had not been 

found a foster placement. This meant he had watched other young people move on whilst 

he stayed behind. By making him the óKing of Cross-stonesô I tried to celebrate his 

knowledge and expertise of the setting. In a filmed interview I asked Daniel what new 

rules and ideas he would be implementing within the home now that he had been 

crowned óKingô. I adopted this same idea when working with different groups for the 

website consultation that toured a number of different childrenôs homes. By interviewing 

them in role as the óhead of social servicesô they too were consulted as the experts in their 

own environments and experiences. This reflects Heathcoteôs ómantle of the expertô and 

symbolises how research within these contexts sought to ensure the young people were 

treated as informers of these settings rather than being undermined by the professionalsô 

viewpoint. By countering and reframing current feelings of inferiority, exercises like this 

one aimed to raise the self-esteem and feelings of self-worth through these 

experiences.
368

  

 

In another activity with Cross-stones we transformed different areas of the home into an 

exhibition space where each of the young people were interviewed as artists on their 

                                                 
367

 Bundy. óThe Performance of Traumaô. 2009. p.238  
368

 See DVD.5, clip 1 for óThe King of Cross-stonesô video extract  



 

 

153 

óindividual pieces of artô. These pieces of art were made up of three objects of importance 

to them, which they chose. Each young person could also choose to be assisted by a 

member of staff to present their objects in interesting ways with fabric and different 

exhibition spaces and stands. The young people were then interviewed about their ópieces 

of artô on camera as artists talking about their pieces. This task gave the young people the 

opportunity to represent themselves in their own ways. Some of the young people chose 

to present pictures of their family and gifts that had been given to them, whereas others 

focused more on their hobbies and used a football or a football boot to do this. The 

framing of this exercise meant the young people could make independent decisions about 

what they wanted to share and how they wanted to represent themselves. The contract 

which established them as artists and me as the researcher of their art meant they were the 

curators of their own realities and who they were. These types of activities enabled the 

young people to create representations of their worlds through objects that meant 

something to them. The context of the setting was transformed into an exhibition space 

with the young people cast as the artists and experts within it. This exercise was an 

extension on the ólikes and dislikesô activity as well as transforming the space and 

making this exercise more practical.
369

  OôToole highlights these relationships between 

the óframeô and the setting as a methodology:  

 

In one very important sense, fictional context is derivative from real context. It is a 

particular framing of aspects of the real, for purposes which relate very directly to the 

real, and the real network is never fully or deeply suspendedé
370

 

 

Creative Spaces  

 

This theme of transforming spaces played a key role throughout my practice. With the 

use of props, material and costume we created different worlds and atmospheres within 

their existing ones. We experimented with different frameworks to liberate and explore 

particular themes.  In the example of the website consultation this was used to create an 

exhibition of ideas as a way of consulting the young people. Casting the young people as 

                                                 
369

 OôToole. The Process of Drama. 1992. p.50   
370

 Ibid. pp.51-52 



 

 

154 

óart-criticsô and experts I invited them to óvoteô on the different sketches presented to 

them as an exhibition. These sketches outlined different ideas from the commissioner, 

helping to open up what had initially been presented to me as a list of closed questions 

requiring a yes or no answer into something that could be critiqued, reviewed and 

discussed by the young people. These exhibitions were set up within the different 

childrenôs homes as a way of trying to alter the aesthetics of the real context as well as 

creating a frame through which the ócurrent equilibrium of relations of forceô could be 

modified. By entering into these contexts and changing the direction of power, even if 

just for a short while, I hoped to demonstrate the importance of working in this way as 

well as consistently exploring what worked and what didnôt when engaging groups.
 371

  

 

In other examples we made entire sets within which we created stories and scenarios. 

These ranged from visits to space in óspace-shipsô to other, more complicated story lines. 

An example of this was used to raise the status of a new member of the home and engage 

the whole house in a story that transformed space, place, context and the roles and 

representations of the participants; an example of which is discussed below.   

 

Using the Camera as a Frame: Keith the world famous basketball player  

 

We spent hours one evening at Cross-stones filming a semi-improvised piece that built on 

a particular interest of a new young person who had come to live in the home. Keith was 

new to the home and experiencing difficulties settling in to this new environment. When 

asking him about his interests he told me that he liked playing basketball. By drawing in 

the other young people and staff members we created a mock basketball championship 

where the title of óworld champion basketball playerô was being defended. Simon, a 

member of staff, acted as the opposition whilst the other staff members and young people 

swapped between the roles of the crowd, managers, reporters, score-keepers, basketball 

officials and deranged fans. I filmed and facilitated the development of the story by 

acting as the commentator behind the camera. This allowed me to alter the focus between 

each group member and facilitate the development of the story by acting as the narrator 
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and stating what was happening and seeing it being played out and/or capturing the story 

as it unfolded. This mock film helped to raise Keithôs status amongst the group and 

demonstrate his skills and interests as well as making him the champion. Simon acted 

brilliantly as the opposition who lost his title as world champion. This prompted a whole 

other storyline through which Joel, another young person, acted as Simonôs manager and 

had to look-after him as the press demanded a statement about his downfall. This theme 

of reversing and exchanging the role of the cared-for and the carers / those in-charge 

recurred through the work as a context-specific technique of power sharing.  

 

These full group workshops brought the whole home together in a fantasy world where 

everyone was someone different and the home became a stage through which they could 

all interact with one another and play out different characters. Through basic props and 

costumes we transformed different spaces within the home into dressing rooms, press-

release conference spaces and the garden as the basketball pitch. These types of 

techniques revealed ways of entering into the worlds of young people and creating new 

worlds within them. Through fictional frameworks we were able to celebrate the skills of 

young people, alter power imbalances and collaboratively participate in shared 

experiences within which everyone could have a shared ownership. As the facilitator, 

these types of activities demanded an awareness of the dynamics and a two-way 

exchange of ideas to enable the story to develop. Relationships of trust and mutual 

respect were paramount to enabling the ócontractô between myself and the participants to 

be accepted and played within.
 372

 

 

Creating Counter Narratives; Authorship, Authority and Self-determination  

 

As a counter to the homogeneous treatment of LAC I explored different techniques to 

help young people develop a critical awareness of self and engage in processes of self-

determination. As with Wayôs interest in equipping young people with an awareness of 

instinct, this work has aimed to treat participants as individuals and encourage young 
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people to consider their likes, dislikes, abilities and points of view. This reflects the 

notion that empowerment is a process of developing a better understanding of oneself, 

oneôs individual circumstances and place in the world and that this is a spiral process. A 

key aim of the work has been to celebrate diversity and difference and to empower young 

people to think independently of the systems and circumstances that may oppress, silence 

and group them into negative and often crippling categories. As Way helps to underline:  

 

opportunity for actually doing the arts is sometimes the wisest way of developing 

individualityô.
373 

 

Mini-Mes  

 

The technique of making óMini-mesô became an efficient and well-used way to do this. 

This technique was originally invented within Main-place. Using plasticine we played 

with different shapes and colours to create abstract representations of who we are and 

why. Different colours and forms could represent different aspects of our identity; thus 

showing declarations of identity through shapes and colour instead of this being 

something dictated to them by adult professionals and scientific forms. The concept of  

ómini-mesô was used throughout other work in different settings as a way of representing 

self as well as exploring other.
374

 Within commissioned pieces of work ómini-mesô were 

used to explore decision making processes, notions of care and care provision by asking 

participants to consider the needs of their mini-mes. This pedagogical strategy and 

approach has taken on different forms and represents one of many techniques that 

evolved from work within the childrenôs home that continued to be adapted in different 

ways in other settings. As a technique that used plasticine to mould an identity it also 

encapsulated many ideas and prompted important discussions about development and the 

ways in which we are being óshapedô and moulded by our experiences and influences, 

thus helping to facilitate a deeper sense of reflexivity and self awareness in all age 

groups. 
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As with activities that enabled participants to research themselves (mini-mes) self-

determine who they were (individual pieces of art) and present these declarations of 

identity in ways that made sense to them, I tried to find lots of different ways to frame 

them as the decision-makers and feel in control (art critics). As a Christmas time activity 

in Cross-stones I prepared a special full group Christmas workshop where each of the 

young people became óSantaôs little helpersô and were given different missions to help 

them complete stockings for fictional children. This represents another way of them 

becoming the carers rather than the cared-for.  

 

Story-telling and Blagg 

 

As with enabling young people to have ownership over processes of creating work, I tried 

to cast them as the decision-makers in as many ways as possible.
375

 The use of ógoblinsô 

as a follow-up activity for one of the childrenôs homes involved in the website 

consultation tour, aimed to treat young people as the story-tellers of their own fictional 

characters. Using a dice with questions on each side, the young people were prompted to 

create a character for each of the little goblins (trolls) they had been given. This proved to 

be an effective way of helping young people to feel in control of shaping the identity and 

development of a fictional óotherô. I later received story books the young people had 

created about their goblins and the different relationships between them.
376

 As Bettelheim 

explains:   

 

The child needs ideas on how to bring his inner house into order and on that basis be able 

to create order in his lifeéThe child finds this kind of meaning through fairy tales.
377

 

 

Bundy also reflects on the importance of power and control through her work with adults 

who had been brought up in care homes and the ways in which story-telling can facilitate 

empowering processes and act as tools for liberation: 
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Although the participants have not used the term ñpower and controlò, my observation is 

that in both of the events described, the storyteller experienced elevated status and a 

sense of power and control in the telling and creation process. This sense of power and 

control over their own lives has not always been available to themé.Firstly, the tellers 

own their stories and the way they choose to present them in this context. Again, and in 

particular for this participant group, ñhaving ownershipò over their own narratives had 

been absent in the past. Some had been denied knowledge about who they or their parents 

and siblings were.
378

 

 

Life-story work  

 

Life story work helped young people to create a sense of identity and personal history 

within a context that objectifies young people through clinical forms of record keeping. 

These techniques sought to find ways for young people to communicate a counter 

narrative and better develop a sense of self within systems that do not allow for 

individuality. Within Main-place we worked together to each create a ómemory boxô of 

photos, letters and things that helped the young people to create a sense of history and 

identity.  These were something that the young people could personally add to and share 

with others if they wished to. As a counter to the his-stories created by reports written 

about them, the memory boxes helped the young people to tell their own stories in their 

own ways. As with Smithôs ideas about reclaiming óauthorship and authorityô, life-story 

work and techniques like the mini-mes acted as a way for young people to regain control 

and influence over their definitions of self.
379

 The use of art and visual aids became 

something that young people could manipulate and influence. These processes of  

conscientisation within groups actively tried to disrupt dominant regimes of truth that 

treat these young people as beings for others.
380
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Individual Pieces  

 

Julieôs piece highlights the potential for this practice to further individual processes of 

conscientisation for the purposes of educating those who are related to the specific 

sources of oppression they identify. As with TfD models my work has focused on 

developing relationships between the community of participants within the immediate 

settings as well as outreaching to those who make up the specific frameworks of power 

and influence surrounding them. The work is designed to identify issues / barriers within 

settings and find ways to facilitate changes in attitudes towards these issues / problems / 

dominant practices. Julie* was new to Main-place and was very withdrawn. After I 

explained a bit about the type of work we had been developing at Main-place Julie asked 

if I could help her to create something that would explain to the rest of the home how she 

was feeling. After a brainstorming of ideas we wrote a poem together that was then 

turned into a short film piece. Watching Julieôs piece helped both staff and young people 

to understand Julieôs perspective and the pressures she was feeling to have to talk all the 

time. They were able to better respect her need for space and solitude and some of what 

she had experienced in the past.  

 

My name is Julie   

And sometimes you donôt understand me 

Sometimes I try to speak and I canôt find the words
381

 

 

I understand Julie more from watching that than I have done in the last 18 months of 

working with her.
382

  

 

In this example the whole group within Main-place were the audience of Julieôs piece, 

with the making of the film facilitating a process of self determination as well as 

functioning as a means for Julie to óproduce and distribute messagesô to those relevant to 

her wellbeing and recovery.
383

 Julie had ownership over the medium, message and the 
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audience. This example demonstrates the potential for the practice to mediate between 

groups and develop relationships within the immediate settings, as well as reaching out to 

the wider contextual frameworks and broader representatives of oppression as a long-

term use, as Mda helps to unpack:  

 

The process of conscientisation, therefore, involves the active participation of the people 

in transforming themselves by engaging in a dialogue through which they identify their 

problems, reflect on why the problems exist, and then take action to solve the 

problems.
384

 

 

Relationship Building; Critiquing Cont exts and Collaborative Research  

 

Other techniques created opportunities for the young people and staff members to work 

together in ways that challenged normal cultures within the homes. These included full-

group workshops, film making and ócreative challengesô set between staff and young 

peopleôs groups. Joint pieces created by key workers and their ókey childrenô as well as 

exercises that prompted them to interview each other were also used. By engaging staff 

and young people through exercises where no one group or individual was in sole 

control, the roles and power imbalances inherent within these settings were realigned to 

create participatory, collaborative activities, two-way communication channels, and 

shared experiences. These activities allowed groups to work together, communicate and 

interact in ways that were not normally possible. As a team they were engaged in 

activities that helped them to use their skills and knowledge regardless of age or 

conventional statuses. This reflects Meadôs observations of the place and purpose of 

Balinese children within communal activities.  
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Creative, Collective Encounters  

 

Within Main-place the young people set the staff the challenge of taking part in a dance 

workshop on the university campus. This evolved into the staff making a version of 

Grease, the film, which was later screened to the young people from the university 

campus as a surprise. Other examples of these shared experiences included a full-group 

dance workshop for the staff and young people from Cross-stones during which they 

were all taught a dance routine and different break-dancing moves by a tutor. These types 

of shared experiences helped staff and young people to step out of the frameworks that 

create cultures of divides and power imbalances between them. The whole group were 

able to have fun, with the young people able to see the staff as people as opposed to 

óadministratorsô of power and control.
385

 

 

As well as creating new opportunities outside of the normal conventions of the homes I 

tried to build on and champion existing ógood practicesô within these settings. I learnt that 

within Cross-stones each young person can choose something to do with their key worker 

before bedtime as a one-to-one activity. I asked the group whether they would like to 

work on something together, as part of this time, to show back to the rest of the group. 

Each young person and their key worker produced different pieces in different styles that 

reflected their relationships with one another. These processes of interfacing within these 

settings helped to highlight how the work can be used to enhance and promote existing 

positive practice within social care and capture genuine examples of ópartnership 

workingô in-action. In this example the work helped to champion óthe caring emotional 

elements of social work activityô and document what this can look like.
386

 I was able to 

celebrate and capture examples of the good work that does happen in residential settings, 

as further explored below.   

 

Leaving Videos / Critiquing Cultures within the Home   

 

                                                 
385

 Foucault in Foucault, Dreyfus and Rabinow. Michel Foucault. 1986. p.112 
386

 Nixon and Lupton. Empowering Practice? 1999. p.28 



 

 

162 

The making of óleaving videosô symbolised another example of capturing, building on 

and enhancing the evolving cycles within these settings. Leaving videos became a 

significant part of my work within Cross-stones and Main-place. As members of staff 

moved on and young people were relocated, we began to create pieces to mark the 

association. Leaving videos and presentations soon became an integral part of the 

cultures within the homes. I was invited back to Cross-stones after we had finished 

working together to attend a presentation evening that had been coordinated entirely by 

the young people and the staff. The making of these films created an opportunity and a 

framework through which the young people and the staff were able to research, critique 

and reflect on life within the home and their relationships with one another. Within 

Louisaôs leaving video the young people interviewed the staff members about what they 

would most miss about Louisa and asked them for tips they would give to Louisa for life 

after Cross-stones. These interview opportunities helped to counter the inherent power 

imbalances between staff and young people, with the young people asking the questions 

and owning the agenda; as well as creating a space within the normal routine of the home 

to develop a critical awareness of the home and the relationships within it. The making of 

Karenôs leaving video within Main-place meant that everyone was engaged in a film-

making project from the planning/story-boarding stages to the performing stages. One 

part of the film involved staff members and young people spelling out ówe will miss you 

Karenô letter by letter with their bodies on a large play mat as I filmed on a step-ladder 

from above.
387

 These processes created contexts where statuses were equalled and both 

staff and young people were involved in a shared mission full of negotiations and team-

working. The work therefore becomes a óvehicle for community dialogue and decision-

makingô.
388

 

 

Within Louisaôs leaving video the young people acted as collaborative researchers of 

their own worlds by interviewing staff members on how they saw life within Cross-

stones and what they will most miss about Louisa. This helped to involve the whole 

community within the home in a process of shared critical reflection and dialogue. Even 
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Louisa became part of the film-making process when she was interviewed in role as her 

own social worker talking about how óLouisaô felt about the move. Louisa, as Louisa, 

also spoke about each member of the home and left a message for each of them via video. 

These techniques helped to enable the young people to become part of the evolving life-

cycles from which they are normally disconnected and excluded by being treated as 

passive recipients of things that happen to and around them. The making of Karenôs 

leaving video in Main-place created a similar opportunity for the whole community to 

make something together. For an entire evening everyone became an active participant in 

story-boarding and performing within a film that critiqued and celebrated aspects of their 

shared culture and environment and in doing so created opportunities for positive and 

proactive interaction and play.   

 

Critical drama and video processes can provide opportunities for people to explore 

existing representations of themselves and the culture that/we live in and engage in 

deconstructions of it. éIn considering practices that counter such marginalisations, 

opportunities exist for forms of representations to be placed in the hands of those who are 

normally spoken about [the young people and front-line staff]é Within such a process 

representations can be created that allow those marginalised to speak rather than to be 

silenced, countering the óculture of silenceô that dominant truths create (Freire 1970).
389

  

 

Forum Theatre: Redbrick House 

 

Other uses of the work used fictional frameworks to explore less positive cultures and 

realities within the home, contrasting with the use of the work above. The making of the 

film óRedbrick houseô created opportunities for the young people to explore less positive 

perceptions of a ófictionalô childrenôs home and the power-relations, roles and 

representations within it. As OôToole explains:  
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In drama there must always be some congruence between real context and the fictional 

contextéwhether subversive or reinforcing of contextual values and attitudes
390

 

 

Through this film the young people depicted bullying and feelings of neglect and 

disregard from the internal management. There was the added intricacy of the óbulliedô in 

real life playing the óbullyô within the film. This example looked particularly at critiquing 

the cultures and relationships within the care home and the counter perspective of what 

happens on the ground, day-to-day. In one scene the young people improvised a scenario 

where a young person tries to tell the manager of the home that they are being bullied. 

The young person playing the manager asks the question: 

 

ówhat did you expect me to get out of you coming here today?ô 

 

and uses the expression: 

 

ósome people want the icing on the cake but you donôt even get to the marzipanô  

 

The young person playing the manager was the ótop-dogô in the real setting 

demonstrating here her own experience and knowledge of institutionalised bullying from 

management onto the young people.
391

 This film explored the power relations between 

the young people within the home and used the film as a means for forum theatre where 

the young people devised, directed and performed within different parts of the film. It 

represented the potential for this work to merge the gap between rehearsal and 

performance/fiction and reality and the ways in which a fictional framework can create a 

safe place to explore real experiences. These uses reflect Boalôs ideas about órehearsing 

the revolutionô whilst bearing witness to Bundyôs concerns that those growing up in these 

settings often do not have the opportunity to reflect on their experiences within them.
392

 

Boal states: 
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Maybe theatre in itself is not revolutionary, but these theatrical forms are without a doubt 

a rehearsal of revolution. The truth of the matter is that the spectator-actor practices a 

real act even though he does it in a fictional manneré
393 

 

Critical Reflections  

 

This work demonstrated the potential for applied theatre work to be used as art in 

residence to change the dynamics in the home settings and engage young people and staff 

through a range of creative experiences. Other pieces of practice were more subtle, but 

had equal significance, such as making cards and writing letters to young people who had 

been sent to LASCHs or STCs.
394

 By marking particular cycles of residential life with 

card-making I sought to counter the cultures of fragmentation and common trends of not 

acknowledging past residents once they had moved on.
395

 During other visits we just 

played games and I was reminded of the importance of play in its most simple form and 

the ways in which looked-after children are often denied opportunities that feature as a 

fundamental part of normal childhood and growing up.   

 

This practice revealed the potential for this work to liberate both the young people and 

residential staff by creating fissures within which to re-humanise these groups and enable 

their innate skills, personalities and unique contributions to act as a driving force for 

development. The role and foci of Social Pedagogies was realised by reframing 

relationships within these closed institutions and providing creative spaces for young 

people and staff to interact in these ways.  

 

My attempts to introduce this type of work as a specific methodology to wider social care 

frameworks were limited to small pieces of commissioned work and heavily 

overshadowed by resistance from Hampshire County Council to allow this work to 
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become anything other than a series of one-off, promotional events.
396

 On the basis of the 

positive response from managerial teams at the first Main-place event, I continued to try 

to demonstrate the significance of this work and the messages emerging from it in a bid 

to translate this practice in relation to the dominant rhetoric that framed these settings. I 

had been assured that the senior management wanted to take the work óon tourô but was 

now met with a lack of genuine support in helping this to happen.  

 

For a short time I was invited to work with the Care Action Team (CAT), a group 

established by Hampshire County Council to óevidenceô the participation of LAC and 

careleavers. This was my first experience of a user group whose heavily managed 

involvement reflects Hendricksô ideas of limp-wristed tokenism and hooks and 

Goffmanôs of definitions of native informers and pet-inmates. I watched as the leaders of 

the group were moulded into mini-politicians whilst other young people were bribed with 

pizza and vouchers to attend these meetings. The  desire of the young people to change 

things was circumscribed by agendas, minutes, false acts of generosity and a lack of 

imagination on behalf of those who could not see these young people as óbeings for 

themselvesô but rather as instruments to administer their dominant agendas. On one 

occasion a display I made with the young people was destroyed because it was taking up 

ótoo much roomô in the CAT meeting space. I would later learn that the manager of the 

group resented my work because he was supposed to be leading on the participation of 

LAC in residential care and our work within the homes was creating an unwelcome 

distraction from his efforts. 

 

Chapter 7 will continue to examine the specific resistances I experienced when trying to 

move upwards and outwards from the childrenôs homes into relevant frameworks and the 

ways in which these experiences helped to illuminate the specific contradictions inherent 

within these arenas as well as between applied arts and social care models. As I entered 

into different paid and funded capacities it became increasingly difficult to practice in 
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ways that reflected the framework we had developed within the residential childrenôs 

homes. I was expected to work in ways that directly contradicted this ethos and I 

struggled with the ethics of these demands. I finally left Hampshire at a point when I had 

reached the bar of what I was able to do in this setting. I had arrived at the end of what 

had been an insightful yet disturbing journey. The methods and pedagogical models that 

were formulated through my practice within the homes continued to act as a foundation 

for my ongoing practice in other settings.  
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Chapter 6 

The Adaptation and Expansion of Applied Theatre  

on Inner City Estates  

within the Context of a Housing Association 

 

 

My experiences of working in London for a housing association revealed the potential for 

this work as a tool for intervention and development on a broader scale within related 

social care contexts. I will be forever grateful for my experiences working in this context 

and, in particular, to my line manager who believed in me and the practice. She created a 

culture of humility and hard work within our team and allowed me to work in ways that 

had been rejected and squashed in other frameworks. The young people and adults I 

worked with on the estates taught me about their realities, took hold of the practice and 

used it to represent their worlds. I met many beacons of hope struggling to make a 

difference on their own estates.   

 

I was employed as a óCommunity Development Officerô for a large housing association 

in London, with the brief to manage the community development on a number of estates. 

Work within housing associations revealed the same types of divides between service 

providers and service users / welfare recipients as well as illuminating how ingrained 

relationships of dependency and institutionalised disempowerment can be. As within the 

childrenôs homes the dynamics on the estates were often fraught with tension, power-

battles and resentment. The culture within the organisational frameworks of the housing 

association with regards to how those óon the groundô were perceived echoed the same 

types of fragmentation and othering that characterised the care system frameworks. 

Methods of consultation and resident involvement in the development of services heavily 

relied on tokenistic activities and closed questions. The development of communities was 

perceived as something that could be managed through the establishment of Tenants 

Associations, as a user group like the CAT team, which were encouraged on all the 

estates, comprised of secretaries, treasurers and chair persons with the general idea that 
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they could help to develop activities on the estates by applying for funding and/or by 

mediating between the housing association and the wider estate community. These 

associations created internal hierarchies on the estates and officialised the community 

membersô wish to make a difference. Corporate cultures of meetings, agendas and 

varying statuses meant development became an abstract concept caught up in a game of 

power and control. As with the restrictions placed on the residential worker and the social 

worker, the Community Development team were issued a minuscule annual budget and 

expected to manage the community development on approximately six large estates, each 

with the main expectation of their role revolving around overseeing tenants associations 

and the community centres on each site. The community development team had a low 

profile within the organisation and were often viewed as, and referred to as the ófluffy 

peopleô. With our minuscule budget we were expected to provide the odd fun day and 

evidence resident involvement via questionnaires and/or arranging meetings during 

which residents were paid to attend. Of the meetings that took place within the 

organisation I witnessed crude techniques to manipulate residents into agreeing with 

proposals presented by higher management. As with the participation agenda set by the 

Childrenôs Act 1989 and other policies in the care system, the housing association was 

framed by óresident involvementô rhetoric that was equally distorted and curtailed by 

power techniques.  

 

In the time I worked there the housing association grew from a small, independent group 

into a much larger consortium. With this growth came very apparent culture shifts from 

where the organisation was based to the new regimes introduced as a result, such as óclear 

desk policiesô and corporate conduct. These types of growths reflect the ever expanding 

trends of big businesses amalgamating into super powers.  

 

The Case Study Examples  

 

The following three examples from my work in this setting over a two year period will 

examine the ways in which the liberatory pedagogy and praxis established primarily 

within the childrenôs homes was adapted to work on inner city estates and within the 
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organisational framework of the housing association. These examples represent a 

broadening out of scale from the core groups of LAC to a larger number of focus groups 

of young people and adult participants. These examples highlight the dominant cultures 

of research, development and service provision infiltrated through the housing 

association onto the estates and the impacts of these cultures on those at the receiving end 

of these interventions.  

 

The óFairway estate open dayô examines the use of my practice to engage community 

groups through collaborative, creative encounters and the reframing of young people as 

active participants in their communities. This work echoed TfD models and Jellicoeôs 

community based work as well as reflecting notions of research and representation that 

celebrate multi-cultural diversities. The óHayward Easter schemeô examines how my 

practice sought to reframe the use of an on-site community centre as a creative space 

from which young people on the estate could better represent their worlds, skills and 

abilities. This project looks at how provision and research can be reframed to enable 

young people to own these processes to reflect their real rather than perceived needs. This 

project explored the potential to change cultures within the organisation towards 

development and provision so that this is more than managing and containing groups. 

óSummer in Da Cityô demonstrates the use of a large scale TfD model across a number of 

estates to research the real worlds of young people living on the margins as well as 

critiquing the use of applied theatre as a tool for development through skills-based 

workshops. This project examined new ways of uniting fragmented groups by bringing to 

voice the counter narratives of young people silenced by dominant theory and disrupted 

relationships within organisational structures. This project developed new techniques in 

the research and representation of young peopleôs world views and narratives of hope 

through collaborative research processes and context-specific modes of representation 

through different media. These examples also represent a broadening out of scale from 

core groups of concentrated numbers within the residential care home setting to vast 

numbers of adult and young people participants across different estates. 
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Fairway Estateôs Open day: Localising the struggle 

 

One of my first tasks was to help the tenants association on Fairway estate to complete a 

research project that had been externally funded to research the wider communityôs views 

about the community centre in an attempt to increase the attendance within it. I was soon 

to discover that Fairway estate had a deeply entrenched history of divides within the 

community that were somewhat emulated through the ongoing power battles over the 

ownership of the on-site community centre. I began to realise that the tenants association 

also represented the key players in the estateôs feud, some of whom refused to speak to 

one another. I was instructed by the housing association to assist them in concluding the 

project and summarising the findings of the research. This research had involved a door-

to-door survey asking the community what they would like to see happen in the 

community centre and whether they were even aware that it was there. The results 

óprovedô that people were largely disinterested in the community centre.  

 

I began attending tenants association meetings where the stand-offs between the members 

regularly resulted in long silences and refusals to work together. The young people from 

the youth club were blamed for anti-social behaviour throughout the estate whilst the 

women who ran the crèche were apparently responsible for all sorts of acts of sabotage. I 

found myself, much like at times working within the childrenôs homes, stuck in the 

middle of power battles and acts of deviation to win me over. To them the ownership and 

influence over the community centre represented power and control with both sides 

fighting for a bigger slice of the pie; As Freire reminds us:  

 

It is rare a peasant who, once promoted to overseer, does not become more of a tyrant 

towards his former comrades than the owner himself. This is because the context of the 

peasantôs situation remains unchanged.
397

   

 

The community centre, as with the battles within the childrenôs homes, represented a 

beacon of power for which the tenants association fought between themselves and 
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competed with one another. They bullied each other and told tales about the bad 

behaviour of the other. By making them employees, the housing association was able to 

maintain a degree of control and ownership over them. By making them officials and the 

decision-makers for the wider community they became the ósub-oppressorsô.
398

 The 

association criticised the lack of involvement and support from the wider community and, 

in doing so, alienated themselves from them further. By introducing corporate and 

clinical practices of meetings, agendas, minutes, the tenants association had become 

disconnected from the real aim and instead played power games between themselves. 

They were good people who genuinely cared about the young people they worked with, 

and making their estate a better place. By asking them to become another tier of the 

power structures within the organisation they internalised these imbalances and fought 

for more control than the other. Carmen distinguishes these false acts of generosity as 

óparticipulationô.
399

 The young people in the CAT group and the tenants association 

remained easily controlled and monitored by power bodies through the intrinsic rules and 

cultures that render these types of groups necessary. This mirroring of oppressive trends 

and cultures was ever present in the roles and representations played out by the tenants 

association. óIn truth the boss was inside themô.
400

 This extract from Prentki helps to 

frame my role as the facilitator working within this particular site of practice:  

 

In those nations or sections of nations where people have been victimisedéinto thinking 

that their culture is second-rate or worthless, it is naïve to suppose that a move to self-

empowerment and autonomy can always be made without the external involvement of a 

decolonising agent such as the facilitator of an applied theatre process. The people may 

have the will to decolonise but the generations of oppression have robbed them of the 

means.
401 

 

The research project on the estate had revealed that no one was interested in the 

community centre and therefore it was deemed that there was little point in trying to 
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involve anyone else. I was told no one ever attends the tenants association meetings and 

everything had already been tried in terms of estate events and parties but that these were 

always unattended and an embarrassment to the effort that went into organising them. I 

proposed that we find an interesting way of presenting back the results of the research 

project by compiling this statistical data into a visual form and opening the doors of the 

community centre to the wider community. I was told this was pointless.  

 

The Open Day: Collective, Creative Encounters   

 

Fairway estate Open Day acted as a catalyst to involve the whole community in a positive 

event. It aimed to counter the negative, despondent and divided atmosphere on the estate 

by bringing the community together in a celebratory, inclusive way. Through a ócreative, 

collective encounterô it sought to raise the status of those who believed they were alone in 

caring or working for the development of the community.
402

 I wanted to help celebrate 

the diversity of those living on the estate and promote the range of activities that ran from 

the community centre. As well as a crèche and a youth club there was a Saturday School 

and English language classes for adults held there. I wanted to create a sense of equal 

ownership over the centre by organising something that enabled each group to feel proud 

of their individual and specific contributions to a shared product.  I hoped that this would 

help to mirror a sense of equal ownership over the centre itself.  

 

I was concerned that the young people were seen as óbadô, on the estate, by their 

immediate community and within the wider contextual frameworks of the housing 

association that issued ASBOs (anti-social behavioural orders) and paid for repairs 

caused by vandalism. These negative perceptions seemed to compound the young 

peopleôs own perceptions of self as they huddled in corners on the estate looking fierce / 

lost. I approached the youth club and asked for their help researching the different 

activities that ran from the community centre and representing these activities through an 

exhibition. The young people became co-researchers and organisers of the event. Part of 
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these preparations involved the challenge of getting as many members of the community 

as possible to make a ómini-meô out of clay. As ósmall human beingsô the young people 

helped the wider estate to create an abstract army of smaller representations of 

themselves; helping them to integrate within the community and to have a means through 

which to do so.
403

 We would later write to the community, as their mini-mes, inviting 

them to attend the open day.
404

 

 

We began making a documentary about all the different groups and activities that ran 

from the centre. These groups were interviewed and assisted by the youth club to create 

an exhibition piece that represented what they did and how people could get involved in 

their activity. This included the young people interviewing a local M.P who ran surgeries 

from the community centre. These collaborative research processes helped the young 

people to interact with the wider community in positive ways. As with Meadôs ideas they 

became central to the organisation of the event and thus, active participants in their 

community. By giving them these roles of responsibility the ófear of the delinquent childô 

was challenged as they were reframed as a core aspect of the work and as an integral part 

of the communityôs development.
405

 As Prentki helps to highlight: 

 

the interventions of applied theatre practitioners appear as very small beer, yet they 

constitute an important contribution to the antidote of the counter-culture. As a 

participatory, collective form of artistic and social engagement, theatre resists the 

isolating, passive modes of the dominant forms
406 

 

The tenants association were caught up in a whirlwind of preparations. They became 

refocused on best presenting their activities and working towards a shared goal of making 

everyone look good. Preparations for the open day created an opportunity to harness their 

innate skills and specific interests rather than treating them as officials. The whole 

community became involved in representing themselves and their diversities as opposed 

                                                 
403

 Small human beings is a theme explored by Mead. óChildren and Ritual in Baliô. 1963. pp.40ï44;  
404

 The idea for an exhibition of mini-mes, as a development of this particular method, was inspired by 

Gormleyôs óField for the British Islesô as cited in The Independent, 26
 
November, 2004. p.13 

405
 As discussed in chapter 4 and by Dekker. The Will to Change the Child. 2001. p.115 

406
 Prentki. óIntroduction to Interventionô. 2009. p.182  



 

 

175 

to being in competition with one another. Much like the shifts that occurred when 

preparing the individual pieces within Main-place for the pilot project, they began 

working together and assisting each other because they all had an investment in a shared, 

final product, the open-day.  

 

I discovered that the community centre had been built by residents and used old 

photographs archived by the housing association to show this history. The theme of ópast, 

present and futureô was used to underpin the open day, showing the origins of the 

community centre, the community centre ótodayô and, through different research 

activities, consulting the wider community on what they would like to see happen in its 

future. This theme also hoped to move the tenants association away from a place of 

difficulty by focusing on positive change. The consultation/research activities included 

óBig Brother diary roomsô, a post-box for feedback and new ideas, as well as taster 

sessions from different providers. These activities helped to reframe research as a 

participatory process whereby everyone could contribute to the creation of shared 

meaning.  

 

The event day was launched with a parade around the estate involving fire engines, an 

African drumming group and everyone who had been involved ócalling outô to those in 

the tower blocks to come and join us. In the doorway as you entered in the community 

centre we constructed a huge display with instant Polaroid pictures to show the ñfaces of 

Fairwayò which were taken by the young people as different people arrived. In the first 

corridor the results from the research in the form of over-sized pie charts and graphs were 

presented back. The young people were given a platform from which to demonstrate their 

talents and skills and performed dance and rap pieces to a packed, multi-cultural and 

intergenerational audience. The community centre and the atmosphere within it were 

changed into a creative, progressive and positive space. Amidst all of this the women 

began to speak, their feuds forgotten in the mayhem of trying to organise the event. 

 

Fairway Estate Conclusion  
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Fairway estate Open Day helped to create a positive focus for the tenants association by 

ólocalising the struggleô and building on their specific skills and passions.
 407

 It created 

something real and culturally appropriate within the community by enabling the tenants 

association to use their innate skills and resources to build on their work rather than 

relying on enforced corporate practices and mechanisms owned by the housing 

association to research and develop the community.
 
The project enabled the young people 

on the estate to be core to the development of the event and thus, the community. It 

experimented with the use of arts-based practice to engage people, represent the cultural 

realities of groups and develop relationships within the community. It empowered the 

community beyond the centralised control of the organisation by using ómanpower and 

resources from within the communityô.  

 

Participation therefore becomes a central element of liberationéKidd and Byram (1981) 

refer to theatre-for-development as both method and goal. As a method it mediates 

development messages; as a goal, its very creation involves the community members in a 

process that is central to active participation in development.
408

  

 

As my first project with the housing association I was able to explore how the TfD / 

community drama model could be used in this context. By applying the same core 

concepts from previous work, I tried to create something that would involve the whole 

community and required cohesion to make it happen. As the facilitator-researcher I tried 

to create a context whereby the tenants association could see beyond their internalised 

frustrations and believe again. This project echoed Jellicoeôs work in the 1980s and the 

óenormous amounts of small contacts [that] are madeô.
409

 Fairway helped me to realise 

the ways in which a large-scale community event can work in these ways and for the 

sense of ownership to be maintained by creating ópocketsô within its structure for people 

to represent themselves and their ideas.
410
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Hayward Easter Scheme: Developing Existing Cultures of Provision 

 

If development activities are initiated and conceived by the people they are more likely to 

correspond to their needs and desires.
411

  

 

The Hayward Easter scheme helped to demonstrate the importance highlighted above of 

culturally appropriate methods of intervention and development to the internal 

frameworks within the housing association, thus beginning to bridge the gap between the 

óprovidersô and the óreceiversô. This ten day scheme was able to show how person-

centred and creative methodologies can engage the young people in activities that are 

relevant to them and can keep them off the street.  

 

I was asked to help manage and coordinate the scheme using £500 of funding that the 

Hayward tenantsô association had as an under-spend for youth provision. Events and 

schemes that had run from their community centre had always been poorly attended, with 

a high level of anti-social behaviour on the estate which escalated over the school 

holidays. I visited the estate during an organised funday and witnessed young people 

being fed low-budget sugary food and made to sit through a magician act which was 

dated and dull. I asked the young people what their interests were and what they might 

like to spend the Easter holiday doing. They listed riding their bikes, art, drama, graffiti 

and football. With the help of the tenantôs association I began to design a scheme that 

aimed to build on their interests to transform the disused community centre into a 

ócreative spaceô where the young people could produce work which could then be shown 

back to the wider community and the housing association.  

 

One of the biggest challenges was convincing senior management that commissioning a 

graffiti workshop would be a good idea. The fear was that this would be actively 

encouraging vandalism and ótaggingô which was in direct conflict with the priorities of 

the housing association. By bringing in another youth provider whose remit was to work 

specifically with young offenders and providing them with space to host their own 
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graffiti workshop, I was allowed, rather hesitantly, to schedule the graffiti workshop into 

the programme. This meant that this workshop would mix young people living on 

Hayward and those attending the workshop as part of the young offenderôs scheme.  

 

The óHayward Easter schemeô ran for ten days in total and included bike repairing 

workshops, film making, drama, sculpture as well as a trip off-site. During the graffiti 

workshop I briefed the young people on the significance of being allowed to do graffiti 

and the housing associationôs reservations about it. I encouraged the group to think of 

themselves as artists and to use this as an opportunity to demonstrate their skills and the 

importance of graffiti to them. At the end of the scheme we invited the whole community 

and staff members of the housing association to view an exhibition of the young peopleôs 

work. We created huge backdrops on which we displayed pictures of what had taken 

place day-to-day. A film the young people had made was screened along with a 

documentary of the whole scheme in action. I had filmed the young peopleôs participation 

in activities and their critiques of these experiences. This included the interviews from the 

young ócritiquingô graffiti as an art form. We also created a ógraffiti-gardenô.  

 

The Hayward Easter scheme evoked a fundamental shift in attitude towards óskills-basedô 

activities as an appropriate and relevant part of community development on the estates. By 

critiquing the scheme through video and photography staff members from the housing 

association were able to see óparticipationô in the pure sense of young people doing and 

being active participants in the creation of pieces of work and experiences rather than 

being treated as passive recipients of provision. The graffiti garden showed the skills of 

the young people as artists and helped the audience to enter into their worlds through 

these images and by better understanding the culture of graffiti through their eyes. The 

relationship between the young people and the on-site caretaker was altered after he 

became an integral part of helping the scheme to operate. The young people forged a new 

found respect for someone whom they had previously viewed as an authoritarian figure.  

 

Hayward helped to create a space for the housing association to better understand what is 

relevant and important within the young peopleôs worlds. The young people who visited 
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the estate from outside spoke about how these types of workshops can bring them 

together and help issues of rivalry that have become such a prolific and devastating trend 

between the young people in inner city areas. By allowing them to participate in activities 

they were interested in and giving them ownership over the space and context, the young 

people were able to be together in a positive and safe place.
412

 As Mead helps to 

encapsulate:  

 

Thuséthe ritual world of art and theateréis not a world of fantasy, an endless recurrent 

daydream, or a new set of daydreams woven from the desperations of the gifted of each 

generation. It is rather a real world of skill and application-
413

 

 

Summer In Da City (SIDC); Re-framing Young People  

 

The Hayward Easter scheme provided the opportunity to develop this work further. There 

was a shift in attitude from senior management as to what community development might 

mean and a new interest in how this work could be approached. Historically, the 

community development team had given small sums of money to different tenants 

associations to provide activities on their own estates over the summer. This had 

sometimes created problems due to the politics on many of the estates that resulted in 

certain young people being excluded because of family feuds between groups. I was 

asked by the team manager how we could create a large-scale summer programme 

running across a number of the estates, building the type of practice I had been 

developing so far.  

 

My initial proposal for SIDC reflected a traditional TfD model that would first engage 

and consult the young people on each of the estates and work towards creating an event 

to showcase the young peopleôs views and ideas. I proposed that a key element of the 

programme should involve the ócreative consultationô of the young people through 

collaborative, practical research activities. This strand of the programme would be called 

óRound Our Wayô and would focus on enabling the young people to critique their worlds 
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and inform relevant audiences of things that could be improved in their areas. All too 

often I was told that there was only so much that the Housing Association was 

responsible for in terms of the provision they could offer. As with the central TfD model 

I wanted to give young people a chance to define their own needs and determine relevant 

audiences to hear their messages. I wanted to create a context where other services, such 

as the council, youth providers, the police, funding bodies could meet and speak with the 

young people on each of the estates and bridge the gap between their needs and the 

responsibilities of those who should be working with these groups. I proposed the whole 

scheme should conclude with a show-back event. As part of this event each estate would 

have their own exhibition area within which they could represent their realities and 

cultural identities. I wanted to help them to be active participants in their own 

development. As with the TfD model, these exhibitions could target and inform relevant 

services and enable this audience to enter into their worlds and find solutions to the 

issues on the estates in partnership with them. This model encompassed the key 

techniques and approaches I had developed within Hampshire in terms of raising the 

status of young people, developing culturally appropriate activities with them and helping 

them to identify their specific sources of oppression and real rather than perceived needs. 

By uniting different groups of young people through a positive, equally owned event I 

hoped that they would be able to come together, as they had done through the Hayward 

workshops.  

 

Processes of Negotiation  

 

My proposal for a mixed estate celebration and show-back event was refused by the 

senior management, who feared that it would create havoc in terms of inter estate rivalry 

and violence. I protested that a film should be made to document the scheme so that we 

could capture the views of the young people and the workshops in action. I saw this as an 

alternative way of bringing all the estates together in film form so that relevant audiences 

could be educated about their needs and they could see the other young people on film to 

break down the divisions between them. The film was deemed pointless by the senior 

manager because óno one ever watches thoseô. I believe the event as something that could 
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bridge the gap between relevant providers may have been seen as potentially detrimental 

to the housing association because it could highlight the short-falls on each of the estates. 

I realised that although there had been a shift towards development as being something 

young people could actively participate in through skills-based workshops, the housing 

association was not yet ready to hand over all the ownership by allowing the young 

people to define what they needed in terms of long-term solutions and assistance. This 

echoes Smithôs theories about 

 

the young personôs perspective com[ing] into play, but the power to define the óproblemô 

and the form of intervention remain[ing] elsewhereô.
414

  

 

óWhere you liveô Research Project  

 

I was met somewhere in the middle by being allowed to create a booklet with the help of 

the internal communications departments that would present evidence of the scheme in 

action and give the young people the chance to share their ideas about their areas, in 

written form. I could not help but feel disappointed and subjugated in producing 

something that could be neatly filed away rather than having an emotive impact.  

 

I designed a research programme that used arts-based, collaborative research techniques 

to provide the young people with as many malleable tools as possible to explore: What is 

good about your area? What is bad about your area? What are your ideas as to how it 

could be better? What do you think of the workshops in SIDC?  I toured around the 

different sites whilst the activities ran across the estates to document the work in action 

and consult the young people and communities involved. I used photo-voice and filmed 

interviews to collect as much ethnographic material that could be used within the booklet, 

as possible. The óWhere you Liveô research element of the SIDC programme found ways 

for the young people to critique their experiences of the scheme and comment on their 

worlds through filmed interviews, photography, plasticine models and art-work. Photo-

voice, as cited by Boal, was used to help the young people capture images, through 
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photographs, of the ógood and badô aspects of their worlds along with their suggestions of 

how things could be improved.
 415

 Some of the younger children chose to make plasticine 

models of things they would like to see improved in their areas such as the playground 

facilities. Other techniques used photography to create a series of pictures like a story-

board of what the estate was like, in some cases showing bullying. Other young people 

took photos of the pollution on their estate or needles in the hallways of the blocks. As 

Boal states:  

 

The use of photography may help also to discover valid symbols for the whole 

community or social group.
416

 

 

This research programme ran alongside a cross-estate programme that sent dance tutors, 

film-makers, football coaches, basketball coaches, circus-skills facilitators, drummers and 

artists to eight of the sites providing skills-based workshops in the heart of the estates. A 

football programme worked with three of the estates and brought these young people 

together through a football competition. This event helped to unite the young people 

through a collective encounter and prove the potential for events like this to bring groups 

together. These three estates had a history of inter-estate rivalry. One young person 

reflected on the significance of this experience:  

 

óI think we should do more uniting the estates events more oftenéit stops rivalry because 

now that weôve come together and we donôt do that very oftenéand we will become 

friends rather than enemies and we will see each other as one big societyéit will stop 

fights as well because if we get to know each other then we will understand each other.. 

..it was fun and interesting and there were no fights, we were a community, I reckon we 

didnôt even have to try to get on we just didéI like the way even though we won they 

still cheered for us.ô
417
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The Exhibition and Films  

 

We concluded SIDC with an in-house, internal exhibition that invited all the teams from 

within the association as the audience. We transformed a formal meeting room into a 

colourful exhibition area full of pictures and pieces of art work created by the young 

people. Representatives from various departments came to visit and spent time looking at 

the pictures of those whose faces they rarely saw.  

 

Against the instruction of the senior management I made two films, both of which were 

screened at the internal exhibition. The first film presented a fast moving montage of all 

the workshops involved in Summer In Da City and the young people participating in 

them. In between footage of them ódoingô and participating I interspersed interviews from 

the young people critiquing the impact of the workshops on their estates and what life 

was like for them living on each of the estates. The film focused on the young peopleôs 

skills as artists and performers as well as their critiques of their worlds and realities. This 

exhibition helped to further bridge the gap between the service providers in the office and 

the young people on the ground. Working within the restrictions placed on the work the 

film, booklet and the exhibition gave the young people an opportunity to tell their own 

truths and to counter dominant perceptions of them as vandals, delinquents and the other. 

Many of the departments dealt with issuing ASBOs, evictions and dealing with repairs 

and rent arrears. These media helped to show óthe problems of young people as opposed 

to young people as the problemsô.
418

 Through these media and frames the young people 

were able to educate audiences on their realities in their physical absence from the event.  

 

The second film interwove a mass of footage and photography I had captured throughout 

my time working with the community development team to better educate the housing 

association whilst we had them as a captive audience. This film used snap-shots from 

different projects and events to show the diversity of the community development teamôs 

work and the different people they work with. Through this film I sought to raise the 
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profile of the team within the frameworks of the housing association, to óshow the artistry 

of social workô from a front-line perspective and to champion aspects of good practice.
 419

  

 

After taking some time off work I returned to the office amazed to see the pictures used 

in the exhibition all over the walls of the large, open plan office. The Managing Director 

had only weeks prior sent an email outlining a new óclear desk policyô in the office 

criticising people who used their work space as a shrine to their families and demanding 

that the office had a more corporate and professional feel. The community development 

team had independently chosen to use our photographs as tools to continue to bridge the 

gap between the office and those on the ground. We were never told to take the pictures 

down and were regularly visited by different teams and external inspectors who would 

ask questions about the pictures and where they had been taken. This trend of bringing 

the forgotten faces of the young people on the estates into the physical space of the 

organisation was powerful and symbolic of the shifts in culture this practice can provoke.  

 

Critical Reflections of the Use of Applied Theatre Practice in the Housing 

Association Context 

 

This work and the films we created proved to have a dramatic impact on the community 

development team in terms of their representation within the wider housing 

association.
420

 The films were used at numerous events during and after my time with the 

housing association, including at a regional Christmas conference. The community 

development team received a bigger annual budget as a result and the SIDC programme 

was repeated and developed over the next five years as well as being replicated in another 

housing association by a member of the team who left to become the manager of their 

community development team. After moving on to new employment I was invited back 

on a commissioned basis to work on SIDC in its third year and to develop óStars in Our 

Yardô for A2 Dominion Housing.  
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The methods of research developed through the óWhere you Liveô project and the use of 

skills-based workshops were continued. This model grew over the next five years, in my 

absence, with a mixed estate celebration successfully introduced in year 2. SIDC 

demonstrated how providing activities that were useful and culturally relevant to the 

young people, could help them to develop existing and new skills and caused them to be 

treated  as artists, performers and active participants rather than just keeping them 

occupied through bouncy castles, magicians and free ice-cream. The statuses of many of 

the young people were raised as they had the opportunity to demonstrate their skills and 

talents.  

 

The Booklets  

 

One of the mechanisms by which I tried to leave knowledge behind was through the 

booklets.
421

  The booklets represented a new technique in capturing the counter narratives 

and world views of young people in ways that could be used to infiltrate the organisation. 

The first SIDC booklet was produced with individual pages dedicated to each estate.
422

 I 

used direct quotes, photographs of the young people and evidence of their art-work that 

told a story. Part of this booklet was also dedicated to deconstructing the research 

methods I had used in an attempt to explain the core concepts behind this approach. By 

creating something produced by the housing association that detailed these techniques I 

tried to frame this ethos as something that was already accepted and embedded within the 

housing association.  

 

 SIDC was repeated over the next 3 years but became somewhat stuck in the process of 

consultation without real change taking place in light of what the young people 

highlighted as problems on their estates. This reflects the need for a multi-disciplinary 

audience, as with my original TfD proposal, that could bring a range of service providers 

to hear their voices, as with the Family Group Conference model, to alter fundamental 

power relations.  
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When asked to return and work on a freelance capacity in year 3 of the scheme the 

agenda for the research had been predetermined around the theme of órespectô.
423

 This 

meant the research agenda was no longer open or owned by the young people in the same 

way but had been defined by a top-down restrictive window of enquiry. During this 

project I encountered difficulties in trying to enable the format of the booklet to reflect 

each of the estates, as with the first booklet. Working alongside the communications team 

I experienced techniques of trying to commercialise the research by formatting the photos 

and quotes from the young people in a way that was not authentic to what had been said 

or from whom these narratives had come from.  

 

Other techniques of silencing and reclaiming the young peopleôs contributions were 

magnified at a regional Christmas conference when the sound was turned down during 

the screening of a film on a particularly evocative quote from one young person who was 

speaking about the fights that take place on the estate because there is nothing to do.   

 

 Further and On-going Estate based work  

 

óStars in Our Yardô was developed by a team member who had worked on SIDC and left 

to manage the community development team at another housing association. I was asked 

to help develop the first phase of this project that involved a creative research project 

across 11 estates running alongside a range of skills-based workshops. This project built 

towards an event that created a space for the young people to perform and interact with 

each other as well as hosting an exhibition of their worlds made up of work produced by 

my research workshops with them. This project model meant the young people could 

identify with their shared and specific needs and see their worlds represented back to 

them through their combined and specific pieces of work.  

 

óStars in Our Yardô has been developed for the last 2 years by a friend and fellow student 

of the BA Drama, Theatre and Television Studies and has focused on targeting services 

relevant to the young peopleôs specific needs. This has meant the booklet, the film and 
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ongoing work with the young people has continued to identify new and relevant 

audiences rather than the work being a one-off consultation process. Stars in Our Yard 

was about raising the profile of young people and celebrating and engaging with their 

skills as well as using their voices and resources to try to bring about ongoing change to 

their worlds.  

 

Forches Estate, North Devon   

 

Later work on an estate in North Devon focused on reframing young people in what was 

known locally as a óbadô area within the wider community. This work sought to engage 

the young people through a number of projects that enabled them to represent themselves 

to audiences who culturally and historically held negative assumptions about young 

people living on Forches estate. We worked with the Museum of Barnstaple and North 

Devon to construct an exhibition which used boxes to construct an exhibition created by 

the young people as mini-representations / sculptures of their worlds and their real 

interests and skills. By outreaching to a varied audience of professionals and community 

members this work aimed to educate negative assumptions about these young people 

using public spaces and local media to highlight their work.
424

 The creation of these 

boxes as declarations of identity and representations of their home worlds evolved as a 

new practice technique to research and represent the narratives and languages of young 

people. This project has introduced new theories as to how to outreach to wider audiences 

that culturally demonise young people.  

 

Chapter 7 will examine the resistances I experienced when trying to work in liberatory 

child welfare contexts and the use of applied theatre practice to illuminate the inherent 

contradictions between arts based practice and corporate, capitalist cultures of practice.  
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Chapter 7 

Clashes, Contradictions and Critical Reflections:  

Illuminating the Frameworks of Practice 

 

Setting the Scene  

 

My experiences of working for two different child welfare organisations revealed the 

polar ideological starting points between social care paradigms and applied theatre/TfD 

models. These examples highlighted the representation of this work within these types of 

settings, the challenges of trying to develop models of practice which contradict 

dominant ideas and agendas and the ópragmatic toolsô I needed to adapt as the facilitator-

practitioner working within these areas.
425

 These examples resonate with Thompsonôs 

particular analysis of the act of applying theatre work in relation to the work as both 

opportunity and disruption to existing óneat lines of understandingô. He states:  

 

The problems that emerge when theatre practitioners enter an arena without a conscious 

recognition of the specificity of the practice that they meet provide important lessons for 

the field. Applied theatreôs ability to recreate itself for a context, in comparison to its 

needs to maintain clarity of principle and intent, is therefore a balancing act
426

 

 

These ólessonsô are the central focus of this chapter that works towards constructing a 

critical analysis of my experiences working on an employed basis within the frameworks 

of two organisations framed by liberatory rhetoric. My research is concerned with the 

merging, inter-meshing potentials of applied arts work within social care 

paradigms/frameworks. This chapter examines the collisions, contradictions and 

resistances I experienced when trying to introduce my pedagogy and praxis within these 

specific settings. After exploring the potential for the practice as an empowerment tool 

working directly with young people and front line staff in the childrenôs homes, these 
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experiences highlighted the representation of this practice within the broader contextual 

frameworks that surround the immediate setting of the childrenôs home.  

 

Fundamental to these experiences was my realisation that these organisations, who 

championed themselves as óalternativeô and óradicalô, mirrored the same (internal) 

hierarchies, discriminations and bureaucracies as institutionalised interventions and 

systems. As the researcher-practitioner it was these blatant contradictions that featured as 

my stumbling block when trying to make sense of these experiences. I was wholly 

unprepared at this stage of my research journey for what would emerge as intrinsic, 

prolific patterns of disempowerment throughout the matrix of child welfare 

organisations. By working for organisations committed to the participation and 

empowerment of young people and yet struggling to work in person-specific and 

collaborative ways I was able to examine the cultures that prohibit genuine liberation 

from happening and see these trends in their ómaterial playô.
427

  

 

My limited understanding and naivety of these worlds meant I somewhat represented óthe 

foolô in my happening upon these óparodies, ironies and contradictionsô.
428

 Unaware of 

the significance of my practice and/or my representation as an arts practitioner within 

these settings I learnt from reactions to me and the resistances to my practice how this 

type of work creates disruptions and challenges to conventional structures. As Nixon 

helps to assert:  

 

the idea of empowerment is overlain by contrasting and often conflicting aims and 

expectations. As a result, the burgeoning literature on the topic is characterised by 

considerable conceptual imprecision.. .Its use is largely linguistic and rhetorical, relying 

on taken-for-granted meanings that need more careful scrutiny.
429
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Using practice as research throughout this field, entering into a multitude of different, 

yet related settings I have scrutinised óempowermentô within this arena and, as Chapter 8 

will pull together, constructed a more precise practice-based perspective of these 

óconceptual imprecisionôsô. What emerged from the settings within this chapter is the 

point of conflict between the liberation of the child and the self preservation of the 

organisation. These trends relate back to patterns within 19
th
 century childrenôs 

ócharitiesô. The potential for applied theatre work to offer an alternative conceptualisation 

of participation and empowerment relies on the negotiation skills of the facilitator-

practitioner, as the visitor within the field to establish trust between the gate keepers of 

these contexts. This chapter will examine my various successes and failings in realising 

this. As I discovered, the tight-rope walk of the facilitator becomes even more precarious 

when ensuring you do not fall victim to colluding and commodity tactics and begin to 

mirror and morph into all you set out to act against.  

 

Site 1: the Childrenôs Fund / Connexions Secondment, 2003   

 

In 2003 I was working within Main-place childrenôs home and involved in pieces of 

commissioned work for Hampshire County Council. On the back of the first project with 

Main-place I was fighting for support from Social Service departments to develop this 

practice as a methodology in other areas, as discussed towards the end of Chapter 5. 

Whilst working with the CAT team I was asked to develop a consultation day 

commissioned by Hampshire Childrenôs Fund to explore ópreventative measuresô with 

LAC. I researched the Childrenôs Fund whilst designing the event and realised the 

potential for them to act as a long-term funder for my work. I was encouraged by their 

liberatory rhetoric and submitted a detailed report and process video to introduce this 

type of practice. The mini-me event was well received as was the supporting evidence 

and I was asked by the Chair to present to the commissioning board for the Childrenôs 

Fund at their next meeting.
430
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The Presentation as Part of the Practice  

 

Using ethnographical evidence of the work within the childrenôs homes I introduced 

specific examples of the practice in action. I explained the potential efficiency of this 

practice and the opportunities it can create for the empowerment of individuals and the 

development of services based on the Main-place pilot project. I remember being terrified 

by the number of business people who sat looking at me, waiting to hear what I could 

offer. This was my first experience of presenting in this type of context and I suddenly 

felt drastically out of place in comparison to them and the setting. Rather than preparing a 

power-point presentation I had come armed with examples of work and laminated pieces 

of luminous coloured card to represent the óRainbow modelô and its various stages.
431

 In 

the absence of a board to attach these pieces of card I stuck each óphaseô of the model to 

the walls around the room. This meant the model literally circumnavigated them and their 

arrangement of tables in a square. At one point I had to climb under the squared tables to 

lay out the large photos of the Main-place project in action as this was the only space 

available to do so. I became aware of the change of atmosphere in the room as I 

presented. When I had entered it had felt stuffy and reserved. There was a nervous 

tittering from the board members and an apprehensive shuffle to their feet as they peered 

over their desks to see the photos on the floor. They became animated as I passed around 

the ógoblinsô (trolls) and their story booklets and introduced plasticine as one of the tools 

we had been using.
432

  This presentation echoes Thompsonôs ideas about meetings, 

promotions and demonstrations being all part of the practice and óthe actual act of 

translating the work to the new disciplineô.
433

 The boardôs reactions demonstrated the 

types of impact I could potentially have within these settings in terms of altering 

oppressive, stifling atmospheres.  
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Establishing Frames of Reference  

 

The bid was successful. The Childrenôs Fund needed to evidence work with ósocially 

excludedô young people whom they had dubbed óhard-to-reachô and my practice seemed 

to fit the bill. I was required to write a óService Specificationô and óAssessment 

Frameworkô detailing how my work would be organised which I did in collaboration with 

the Chair. Within the frameworks of these official forms I outlined a robust proposal for a 

large-scale project that would build on the Main-place TfD project model. This work 

would engage different groups of young people living in difficulty and enable them to tell 

their own stories in their own ways.
434

 I specified the involvement of a core group of 

young people to act as collaborative researchers and co-facilitators, as those I had already 

worked with in Main-place and Cross-stones. I envisioned the core group developing 

pieces of work that could outreach to others ólike themô to generate more stories, 

establish appropriate audiences and present to those relevant to their messages. The Chair 

was enthused by my ideas and informed me that I would be a central part of developing 

their participation and crime prevention strategy. I was confident that hard to reach 

groups are not óhard to reachô if they are reached in the right ways as I testified within my 

written proposals:  

 

Young people of all ñhard to reachò groups will be engaged throughout the process and 

will maintain equal ownership over of the development of the project. éThe project will 

strive to re-introduce excluded groups to their surrounding community groups and the 

wider society by enabling them to represent themselves through positive, powerful and 

proactive forums.  

 

Objectives: 

¶ The ócore groupô will use their work to reach óothers like themôé... The core groupsô 

work will be used as a model to encourage responses from other young people, establish 

support groups and instigate other projects following the same model. óFocus groupsô 
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will be identified as the next wave of young people to be engaged in longer term 

projects.
435

 

 

This proposal saw self determination as a research agenda; it was concerned with the use 

of critical drama and video processes to counter the culture of silence through different 

counter narratives.
436

 It resonated with the core philosophies underpinning this research 

that embrace person-centred learning by entering into the worlds of young people and 

óthe right éof society to control its own destinyô.
437

 I saw this as a golden opportunity to 

evolve the work I had developed so far to enable it to be more widely accepted and 

understood, thereby 

 

changing the institutions which deal with people [as opposed] to changing people to fit 

into the structures.
438

 

 

I was excited about all that now seemed possible and the large-scale project model that 

we could create with a generous budget, an actual wage and the support of a widely 

recognised funding body.  

 

Without my own company I needed to find an organisation to channel the funding 

through. I rejected an offer from Hampshire Social Services to manage the budget in the 

fear that this may be perceived by the young people as colluding with those whom I 

thought to be the óenemyô at this point. It was eventually arranged that South Central 

Connexions would manage the work whilst also contributing to a percentage of my 

project costs. Rather naively I failed to recognise that this secondment and financial 

backing would come with its own expectations and underlying agendas.   
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Site 2: Voice, 2006   

 

I discovered óVoiceô three years after the Connexions/Childrenôs Fund experience. I was 

working at the housing association and my confidence in the work had been re-energised 

through the developments of practice within this setting, see Chapter 6. After a friendôs 

recommendation I researched Voice and discovered that, as an advocacy agency, Voice 

specialised in ógiving a voiceô to young people within the care system, both those looked-

after and those locked up. I believed I had finally found the organisation with which to 

launch and develop this type of work specifically with looked-after children as my 

original focus group. Voiceôs mission statement expressed an explicit commitment to 

óempowering children and young people in public careô and ócampaigning for change to 

improve their livesô as well as being dedicated to promoting óthe full implementation of 

the UN Convention on the Rights of the Childô.
439

 

 

Blueprint and Start with the Child, Stay with the Child  

 

What excited me most about Voice was a landmark project the organisation had led in the 

previous year called óBlueprintô:  

 

The aims of Blueprint were to take an independent view of what the current care system 

in England looks like and offer a vision of what it could look like. The objective was to 

identify the barriers that prevent the systems from being child-centred, and to suggest a 

route for how to get there
440

  

 

This eighteen month practice-based research programme had used collaborative 

workshops and events to research the experiences of looked-after young people, care 

leavers, front-line workers, managers and policy writers within the care system. It had 

trained ócore groupsô of young people to act as co-researchers/reporters and had produced 

a document called óStart with the Child, Stay with the Childô which drew on the direct 

                                                 
439

 Key slogan and tag line from all Voice literature in Voiceôs Annual review (2003/4). p.2 
440

 Start with the Child, Stay with the Child. 2005. pp.5-6 



 

 

195 

quotes from each of the participants to detail the importance of individualised, child-

centred approaches.  

 

I was confident about the links between Blueprint and my own research agenda. It 

seemed that the Blueprint project had laid the foundations to continue to develop applied 

arts practice and specific TfD projects with LAC groups within an organisation 

committed to developing the care system. Voiceôs rhetoric claimed to be the antidote for 

oppressive bureaucratic systems and practices and advocated for the need for a creative 

approach within social care systems. Their work had gone beyond just stating this 

commitment by demonstrating this pedagogy through the praxis used within Blueprint as 

this extract from Start with the Child, Stay with the Child testifies:  

 

a child-centred approach means challenging negative ideas about children and young 

people, while developing positive ideas about them, seeing them as experts in their own 

lives, with an attempt to see the world through their eyes..
441 

 

After applying to work as a freelance visiting advocate for Voice I was also offered the 

job of óParticipation Development Officerô. As with the Childrenôs Fund commissioning 

board, those who interviewed me at Voice seemed enthused by my practice examples and 

I was confident this was finally the setting within which to launch all that I had been 

attempting to develop on a larger scale since the Main-place pilot project.   

 

Connexions and the Conference; the Dominant Assumption of the Practice as a 

Commodity  

 

As I attempted to revisit the young people I had been working with and spread the word 

about the funding I found myself obstructed by persistent requests to attend meetings 

about a regional young peopleôs conference. It soon became apparent that I was expected 

to coordinate this conference which would be headed up by Connexions as a county wide 

event. In effect I had been óbought inô as someone who could get the hard to reach kids 
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involved in work that could ótick the boxesô of inclusion and óparticipationô and put on a 

ógood showô. I was there to make sure young people got involved without any regard or 

interest in the processes that were paramount to this practice. Instead I found myself 

railroaded into an event that directly contradicted the models underpinning applied arts 

based practice by maintaining and reinforcing the power relations, imbalances and 

techniques inherent within these institutional arenas.  

 

Everything about the design of the conference conflicted with my original proposal. 

Planning was not something that involved an organic process whereby ideas were 

generated and gradually formulated but something underpinned by meetings and 

milestones. The steering group was made up of Social Services managerial 

representatives, some of whom had blocked and destroyed pieces of my work in the past. 

They had already interviewed and selected a core group of young people as co-organisers 

of the event who were to receive a bursary for being involved. Part of my role would be 

to train them. The vision for the event involved sourcing representatives from schools and 

young peopleôs groups to deliver speeches to adult professionals.  

 

Bewilderment 

 

Thompson uses the term óbewildermentô to describe the óunsettling process of having 

opportunities restricted and deniedô in relation to both community groups and the arts 

practitioner working in specific settings.
442

 This, as a concept, helps to frame the impacts 

of the expectations imposed upon me and my slow realisation of where I has arrived in 

terms of developing my praxis in the context of the Childrenôs Fund/Connexions 

opportunity. The vision and tightly managed coordination of the conference represented a 

manifestation of all I wanted to create an alternative to, and as a result, I became 

frustrated and resentful in being forced to be a part of something which replicated one-

way processes of communication and top-down dictatorship. I failed to see why I was 

expected to be a part of something so at odds with what I had presented to the board and 

written in my proposal and was particularly troubled by the expectation to bring hard to 
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reach groups into these contexts. The whole culture of the conference reflected the 

oppressive practices I wanted to counteract. To ask the young people in the childrenôs 

home to attend more formal meetings and to plan a corporate event seemed absurd. There 

was no space for the vision of the conference to be owned by the young people with 

 

the forms and processes of participation remain[ing] dependent on dominant sources of 

power [to] determine the context and content of any input from young people.
443

  

 

Ill -equipped and inexperienced in conducting myself in formal meeting settings I 

struggled to communicate with the management committee my reservations for their way 

of approaching the event. In an attempt to better explain what I saw as contradictions in 

our approach and ideals I drew pictures to try to depict what I was seeing in terms of the 

young people acting as mini-politicians and the ways in which an event could instead 

enable professionals to enter into their worlds.
444

 I was told, in no uncertain terms, to óput 

the pictures awayô.
 
As Etherton helps to explain, the way in which applied theatre 

practitioners approach work and attempt to communicate in these settings can seem 

rebellious and disruptive when their understanding is that you are there to do as is told:  

 

The difficultyé..is that TfD can seem unable to compromise with institutional corporate 

requirements. Some éorganisationsétherefore tend to buy in drama expertise on a 

commercial rather than a collaborative basis. Because they are paying, they dictate the 

product and ignore the process.
445

  

 

These were all crucial, yet painful lessons in my research process to examine the 

potential for this work and the context specific cultures that define relevant spaces and 

pragmatic methods in translating and transferring applied theatre practice within them.   
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The (Un)Training of the Bursary Group  

 

As relationships between me and the Connexions manager began to waiver I was told that 

I would no longer be needed at the steering group meetings and that my involvement in 

the conference was to take a shift of focus. I was instructed to ótrainô the bursary group in 

preparation for their visits to other young people to promote the event and mobilise their 

involvement in it. I was then to return to develop work with my hard to reach groups to 

feed into the event. Using all I understood at this point and unintentionally trying to 

disrupt the working order of this operation I designed a training programme that built on 

my practice to date. I incorporated techniques we had developed within the childrenôs 

homes around óidentityô and óvoiceô and facilitation approaches from my teaching of 

undergraduate Drama, Theatre and Television Studies students in preparation for their 

project work with others.  

 

The training sought to enhance the confidence and consciousness within the bursary 

group and to help them to see themselves as active participants with unique and specific 

skills.
446

 We wrote ówish listsô for the conference and shared what we wanted to achieve 

for ourselves and others through it. I focused on their óinner resourcefulnessô and innate 

skills and the ways in which they could use these as a basis to work with other young 

people.
 447

 We discussed who they would like to involve and how these groups might be 

able to contribute to the event. We devised methods for researching the ideas and world 

views of other young people and specific efficiencies for different media to do so. 

Throughout the training we designed decolonising methodologies for engaging other 

young people and through these processes the bursary group were liberated in developing 

a critical consciousness of their own positioning in the conference agenda.  

 

I began to warm to the bursary group and realise that they too were oppressed by the 

expectations placed upon them to have all the answers for all young people. As the 
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óarticulate childrenô they were treated as native informers and shrouded with false acts of 

generosity and tokenism through invites to special meetings to feed back to the adults on 

the needs of young people within the county. Their involvement as a user group was used 

to evidence the participation of young people in decision-making; a trend used 

throughout social care settings. Our workshops began to unpack these themes as we 

collectively became more aware of our positioning within these frameworks.  

 

The Training Weekend  

 

For the final part of the training period we were booked into a four star hotel for an 

intensive training weekend. This setting highlighted the contrasts between corporate and 

creative worlds and was further emphasised when I was shown to our planning room 

within the hotel. The room had been arranged much like the Childrenôs Fund 

commissioning board, with tables in a large square with each place set with notepads and 

pens. My first exercise set the challenge of transforming the space into an óideas and 

inspiration membraneô. We set about making the room into a creative space and using it 

as a backdrop to represent our journey in developing a óworkshop bookô of consultation 

activities. We moved the tables back and spent the weekend decorating the walls with 

suggestions and questions so that the whole space came to represent our process. I invited 

Morris, an African TfD practitioner, to help me deliver the ótrainingô. He ran drumming 

workshops and told stories about projects he had worked on in Africa that had helped 

professionals to better understand the needs of different groups. Through the drumming 

we were inspired about how to work collaboratively, yet on something specific, to create 

a whole piece. The group began to invent their own ideas as to how different activities 

could help them to inspire other young people and translate the aim of the conference. 

They began to see how their existing interests and skills could equip them when working 

with other groups and started to formulate person-specific techniques in presenting ideas 

and working with others, building on their inner resources and innate skills.  

 

The managementôs response to the training programme sharply curtailed this process and 

illuminated the real expectations from the bursary groupôs role in the conference as well 
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as the purpose for the training. I was heavily reprimanded for failing to provide the group 

with a script which I was told had rendered them useless. Snap-shots of a filming exercise 

during which the bursary group interviewed other young people in a local shopping area 

outraged the manager as did other footage that documented their critical reflections and 

ideas for the event. I was told that I would no longer be involved in the conference and 

was advised to resign from my secondment with Connexions with the assurance that I 

would be able to redirect the Childrenôs Fund funding through a different stream. As 

Preston helps to highlight, my work was seen as threatening to the dominant power 

structures and ideals within this setting:  

 

the power of theatre processes to enable self reliance, creativity and óhealthy, democratic 

communitiesô is seen as threatening to repressive governments and often the safety of 

liberation activities is threatened. 
448

  

 

In my naivety and inexperience I failed to realise that I had been seen as someone who 

could óput on a good showô and get the kids who normally refuse to participate, present. 

The lack of a pre-existing framework of reference to help explain this practice resulted in 

me being seen as being uncooperative and insolent by the management whilst I viewed 

them as hypocrites and felt endlessly shocked and alienated by how they conducted what 

they actually referred to as óparticipationô. I was totally unprepared for how entrenched 

and entwined trends and cultures of oppressive practice are within the matrix of child 

welfare settings. I experienced on an immediate and personal level how it feels to be at 

the mercy of the institution. People began to morph into puppets of power, places of 

acceptance and support quickly became settings of intimidation and rejection. I was 

excluded for not being prepared to play their game and for refusing to collude with their 

ideals and visions of righteousness.   
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Critical Reflections, Site 1  

 

Participation in this context had meant the bursary group becoming another tier to the 

existing power structure of the organisation. They were wanted to make decisions on the 

venue, food and the colour of flyers. They could decorate the event and óparticipateô in 

closed decision-making processes within restricted areas but this is where their sphere of 

influence ceased. My attempts to develop work that encouraged óself-awareness, self-

reliance, independence, maturity, creativity and peer networkingô were seen as 

threatening and detrimental to the overall plan.
 449

 As employees of Connexions both I 

and the bursary group were expected to deliver the agenda of the organisation, as 

determined by the management committee, through the mechanisms they had established. 

Developing a critical consciousness and researching real stories threatened the desire for 

the event to act as a safe and promotional tool for the county that could demonstrate the 

involvement of young people and imply that young people were being listened to without 

any disruptions to the dominant order. This theme of an event being used to reinforce 

existing power systems whilst being presented as óparticipatoryô is echoed by Thompson 

within his analysis of a piece of prison theatre. He observes here that an event óbound 

down and definedô by the particular context becomes an instrumental part of a particular 

belief system rather than óa critique or [an] alternative to itô.
450

 This definition helps to 

illuminate the differences between applied arts work as a radical tool and the conference 

as a specific technique to maintain dominant power relations.  

 

Due to my limited experience of working within these frameworks I had yet to 

understand how the practice can adapt to and negotiate within the restrictions placed 

upon the work to achieve an acceptance and understanding of the practice. At this point I 

could only see one way of working and, without realising the significance of my 

defiance, I created a bigger problem than I realised. I had trained the bursary group to be 

facilitators and researchers of their own truths and narratives of others when this was 
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unrealistic given the restrictions placed on their role and the vision for the work. As 

Preston explains:  

 

a crucial issue affecting action and sustainability within these contexts is whether power 

can be transferred within the time frame available, and within the dynamics operating, to 

the community group concerned, so that the group become the activists in the process.
451

  

 

In the case of training the bursary group my approach represented defiance and disruption 

resulting in rejection by the management committee. Although the individual may be 

momentarily óempoweredô, the spaces within the contextual framework have not been 

altered and therefore the young people were quickly put back in their place.  Paul Moclair 

reminds us that:  

 

Participatory methodologies are about empowerment, not finding a cheap, quick-fix 

solution. That takes time.
452

 

 

The management committee saw the participation of young people as being something 

that could be organized and managed through the óarticulate childrenô and structured to 

ensure control was maintained over the messages that emerged. They wanted to outreach 

to other articulate children and help them to write neatly presented speeches at the 

conference. Their visions reflected the idea that power is something that is enforced from 

one group onto another. By trying to create an event whereby the young people spoke óatô 

and ótoô an audience of professionals they were replicating these models and making their 

selected group of easily controlled young people just like them. My attempts to generate 

ownership over the media, form and content of the messages within the conference were 

met with resistance because they challenged and threatened this managerialist culture.  

 

During the training period the bursary group had begun to become more vocal and critical 

within the meetings they had previously politely sat through. I was informed that the 
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Chair of the bursary group had spoken up about the unrealistic expectation for them to 

have all the answers for all the young people as well as highlighting that alterations to the 

policy are only changes in language if no one actually gets on and does it. It would seem 

I had created a rebellion within the ranks.  

 

 Blueprint in Practice, Site 2 

 

In dramatic contrast to all that Blueprint had pioneered in terms of collaborative practice 

that is óless bureaucraticé.creative and draws on new technologiesô I was met with the 

same cultures at Voice as those I experienced at Connexions.
 453

  Almost immediately the 

managing director, made daily demands for me to órustle upô articulate young people for 

promotional purposes and would shuffle around my desk until I could give him a list of 

names.
454

 I was expected to provide and supply young people for various bits of work 

with the justification that these duties were part of Voiceôs existing Participation Policy. I 

spent most of my time cold calling young people from a data-base asking them if they 

would like to be paid to come into the office to sit on interview panels, to present 

speeches at fund-raising events or to attend parliamentary meetings. It soon became 

apparent that to the management of Voice these young peopleôs óstoriesô were a 

commodity and a marketing tool with the examples of how Voice had helped them acting 

as an endlessly replaying record to evidence how ógoodô Voice was. Participation was not 

envisioned as a means to enable the young people to move on but instead was about 

young people feeding back into the organisation. This strongly resonates with Freireôs 

ideas about false acts of generosity. 

 

Voiceôs óparticipation policyô specified the involvement of young people within their 

existing policy agenda rather than this being concerned with a liberatory process beyond 

the realms of the institution. By re-living their experiences and reasserting the ways in 

which Voice had aided them, the provider-receiver relationship was being kept firmly in 
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place. Policy was used as something we had to adhere to and as a means of justifying our 

actions and decisions. It was hidden behind and used to obscure and excuse the need for 

any re-evaluations around the ethics of our practice. As the contradictions within this 

extract from my job description help to highlight participation is seen as something that 

should be led by the agenda of the organisation. As participation development officer I 

was viewed as someone who should be enforcing participation rather than developing it. 

This was written between the lines of my job description:  

 

to develop an accessible and engaging participation programme for children and young 

people to follow the aims of VCCôs policy agenda and the Blueprint Implementation 

Project (including the Alliance for Child-Centred Care) 
455

  

 

Rather than empowering young people on an individual and person-specific basis Voiceôs 

head office were looking for articulate and marketable children to decorate their existing 

agendas. This culture of young people being seen as ópossessionsô and óbeings for othersô 

rather than beings for themselves was exemplified in both settings through the treatment 

of young people as instruments rather than as individuals by the senior management 

teams.
456

 These cultures were no more evident than within the design and delivery of the 

next phase of Blueprint.  

 

Blueprint, Phase 2  

 

Rather revealingly this second phase was named the óBlueprint Implementation projectô 

(BIP) and was to be managed internally by the policy team. The vision was to take the 

messages from the óStart with the child, Stay with the childô report and implement them. 

Those in charge saw the natural progression of the first stages of the Blueprint work as 

turning this research into a policy and enforcing this policy through an óallianceô made up 

of representatives from different social care agencies. Once again the óarmy of expertsô 

were considered the most qualified to distribute these messages through conventional 
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frameworks and organisations of power and control.
457

  Step by step action points 

outlining how we were going to achieve child-centred care within social care systems 

were drawn up by the project manager; someone I was to work closely with. S.M.A.R.T 

targets, as explored in Chapter 4, and óGANTô charts were used to map the route towards 

the implementation of the messages underpinned by strict time scales. Child-centred care 

it seemed, would be enforced and managed through systematic and scientific approaches 

to the development of social care practices, irrespective of óStart with the Child, Stay 

with the Childôsô testimonies for the need to radicalise systematic and scientific ways of 

working. I struggled with these contradictions and the ways in which they did not seem to 

be obvious to anyone else.  

 

The Management of Participation and Finding a Slogan for Child Centred Care  

 

óParticipationô was given its own column within the ever more definitive plan. This 

column was to specify what I was to do with the young people and by when. Rather than 

participation being seen as an integrated approach it was confined to a list of tasks and 

procedures. In the scramble to be seen to be leading on the agenda for óchild-centred 

careô the management totally ignored and overlooked the meaning of this concept and, in 

doing so, negated all they claimed to stand against.
 458

  The contradictions between their 

rhetoric and their practice cultures were short-sighted and bizarre, and were further 

magnified in their response to my first workshop with young people.  

 

One of the mounting tasks listed within the participation column specified coming up 

with a quote / tag-line with young people to define óChild Centred Careô, to be presented 

at the next Alliance meeting. Desperate to escape the confines of the office and the ever 

explicit óthings to doô lists I designed a workshop around this theme and booked a space 

to work with two different groups of young people. Within the workshop we explored 

what child-centred care is, what it isnôt and how to do it and produced a canvas and a 

booklet to represent this work. The canvas presented a synopsis of what the groups 
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thought child centred care is, isnôt and where and how it exists and the booklet was used 

to show the process behind the workshops. This is an extract from the canvas:  

 

It Isnôté. 

Speaking over them 

No eye contact  

Leaving their input till last  

Talking about them as if they werenôt there 

Not allowing young people to have an opinion/make decisions 

Not allowing the young people to have any control of the review / meeting 
459

 

 

We presented the work at the next Alliance meeting and were met with a mixed response. 

To my amazement one of the adult professionals challenged the young people on what 

they had written on the canvas with regards to feeling like things never change for LAC. 

He argued that this was not true and had been proved by recent research that evidenced 

an improvement. The act of the professional prioritising scientific data over the lived 

experiences and truths of the young people was particularly poignant. After our allotted 

time slot in the agenda the meeting continued around us as we sat in silence, highlighting 

the exact examples the young people had presented as non child-centred practice. Back at 

the office I was criticised by the project manager for not producing a succinct quote 

which was needed to pin onto other material. What was required was a slogan, not 

something as intangible as young peopleôs real and specific experiences.
460

  

 

Policy and Praxis 

 

In time, I established the history of the first phase of the Blueprint project. It had been 

facilitated by a group of practitioners who had created a storm óon the groundô but had 

also threatened the control of the inner organization whilst the work was developing. 

When these practitioners were deemed surplus to requirement their knowledge of 

collaborative, holistic practice had left with them. The managerial and policy teams who 
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were now back in charge of the Blueprint work appreciated the value of Blueprint phase 

1 in terms of it raising the profile of Voice but had no understanding or regard for the 

cultures of practice that had been used to generate this type of impact. For them, the next 

logical stage was about implementing the messages from Blueprint in isolation from the 

participatory practice trends that had underpinned this work. By gathering the ótop 

peopleô from different organizations to create an óAllianceô for child-centred care, those 

with the power could now decide on how to best implement and enforce the messages 

from Blueprint through their respective spheres of influence. Any of my attempts to 

ensure collaborative and developmental work with the young people were deemed as 

going backwards and treated with suspicion.  

 

The active exclusion of the young people I was employed to help participate revealed the 

ways in which Voice and Connexions viewed the role and purpose of the young peopleôs 

involvement. These trends reflect what happens throughout the institutionalisation of 

child welfare initiatives. The power is taken back from the ground and condensed into 

policy and practice standards; power and knowledge is taken away from the óexpertsô on 

the ground and handed to the decision-makers who, in turn, claim the authorship and 

authority over the lives of those at the bottom of these hierarchical structures. The young 

people and the front-line staff are thanked and paid off for their time, their sound-bites 

and quotes and are excluded from the next part of the process. Research, consultation and 

development are seen as separate activities. Participation is seen by management teams as 

something that has to be proved with little regard as to what makes this a genuine 

process. Genuine development is viewed as only something that only the policy-makers 

and decision makers are capable of taking forward. The participants have played their 

part, as with Blueprint phase 1, it is now time to do the serious task of implementing the 

messages in the absence of those living these realities: 

 

This is a top down model: policy is expected to be informed by research, practice to be 

informed by policy.
461
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These trends were exacerbated in my attempts to run a workshop with the young people 

on Voiceôs data-base to get them back on board with the next phase of Voiceôs work. I 

proposed this workshop could inform the young people about the next phase of Blueprint 

and the type of spaces available for them to participate in Voiceôs work, as well as 

developing ideas for other pieces of project work. I did not want to have to continue cold-

calling different young people to ósellô sitting on interview panels, visiting parliament or 

presenting at charity dinners. I wanted to meet these young people face-to-face and 

present a menu of options that were available. This way I could explain the varying 

degrees of involvement that were on offer as well as trying to develop some collaborative 

project work. The workshop was met with a refusal from my manager who told me this 

type of activity was entirely unnecessary because the óplanô had already been formulated. 

I was told over and over again that a workshop of this type would be unmanageable and 

that it was time to look forward instead of backwards with regards to the Blueprint 

projectôs progression.  

 

The Artist in the Office 

 

It is a dangerous thing when, as an arts practitioner, you become trapped within these 

types of frameworks. You can become so far removed from all that stimulates and 

reinvents your practice that a part of you begins to die. In non-creative, oppressive 

contexts it is difficult to remember the essence of the work. Kept separate and trapped in 

the óivory towersô from those the work is supposed to be for, with and about it is easy for 

the young people, and their realities, to become an abstract concept. The ethos of a 

liberatory approach is something almost impossible to ófitô into a scientific proposal or to 

translate through written form. Within Voice and Connexions I was trying to fit an 

organic, developmental process into a dominant scientific framework that was seen as 

linear and compartmentalised. Both of these projects were defined by targets, timelines 

and milestones. The products and the visions of what would determine ósuccessô had 

already been decided by the expert adults. How we were going to reach these 

predetermined goals had also been mapped out, prioritising the authorship and authority 

of management teams and decision makers with the decoration of young people along the 
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way. There was no space for anyone other than the selected few, to genuinely own any 

part of this process. The young people were welcome to colour(in) particular stages of 

these plans, to be used as promotional tools at events, to be worn and to be seen smiling 

at opportune moments but not to alter these fixed frameworks. My attempts at slowing 

down these snowballs and trying to point out these patterns of oppression and exclusion 

were seen as disruptive and detrimental to the mission. Notably one of the changes that 

was made after my protests at Voice was the re-branding of the Blueprint Implementation 

project to óBlueprint in Practiceô. It seemed the policy writers were happy to change the 

rhetoric but less so to address the contradictions of their practice. This highlights rather 

well how these frameworks as a whole operate.  

 

Falling off the Tightrope: The need for Reflexivity    

 

The impacts of my early experiences with Childrenôs Fund/Connexions had a profound 

effect on me. I lost all sense of self and became quite ill. I began to over-identify with the 

young people in the childrenôs homes in terms of feeling voiceless and powerless. I was 

haunted by an overwhelming sense of responsibility and regret in failing to bring to light 

the voices of those I had been working with. I put myself in a dangerous position by not 

taking the time to reflect on all that was happening and why. Instead I kept going, 

exhausted and disillusioned. I kept fighting for something I had made a personal battle. 

Rather than better recognising these trends and cultures and the ways in which power and 

decision making processes are organised, I criticised individuals for being wholly 

hypocritical in what they claimed to be doing and the reality of their actions. I failed to 

surmise that these structures, systems and cultures of practice present a very different 

way of working, of approaching projects and maintaining power and control over the 

vision and the determination of that vision. Thompson echoes the need to step back from 

the immediate situation to make sense of it. He states: 

 

It is hard to see the boundaries of something when you are immersed in it.  Without 

seeing the edges, we can forget that lines around a field both shape and constrict it.
462
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Without these processes of reflexivity I lost all clarity on what I was doing and my role as 

the ófacilitatorô of this work and instead became bitter and desperate. Without any 

distance the tragedies within these settings weighed heavy. Like the many burnt out 

social workers who have gone before me I was saturated with sad stories and 

overwhelmed by how much the young people needed to be listened to, feel in control and 

be creative and yet I felt helpless and responsible for not managing to make this happen. 

The pressure and oppression began to close in like a dark cloud and I could no longer 

gain any sense of perspective. I had well and truly fallen off the ótightropeô.
463

    

 

Once I had submitted my letter of resignation to Connexions, those whom I had upset 

blocked my attempts to hold onto and re-channel the funding through a different stream. I 

was too inexperienced to realise that by writing a rather strongly worded resignation 

letter I had effectively thrown the funding away. During a second presentation to the 

Childrenôs Fund commissioning board, something I was required to do to hold on to the 

funding, I was exhausted and actually delivered most of my presentation on the floor. 

Failing to realise that the manageress of Connexions also had a place on the Childrenôs 

Fund board I was devastated to see her sat in the front row when I entered the room and 

too burnt out to convince anyone, least of all myself, of the potential for the work. I was 

forced to leave Hampshire with no way of maintaining myself financially.
464

 This was an 

important insight into the ówebsô of these different agencies, their lack of autonomy and 

deep-rooted interdependency on each other.  

 

Cultures of Silence and Power Techniques  

 

At Voice I would stay on late at the office to draw diagrams and write proposals in the 

attempt to translate the importance of their approach within their project plans and 

agendas. I would have repetitive discussions with the Blueprint project manager where I 
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would try to explain the contradictions of their approach whilst she made requests for me 

to create a feedback form with which we could measure how empowered the young 

people felt from 1-10. In both settings the power techniques and forms of resistance 

seemed to compound daily. At Voice my phone line was redirected through the BP 

managerôs so that I could no longer receive any calls independently. I was told that any 

other work that I wanted to do with the young people had to be accredited; meaning my 

time was spent trying to squeeze a developmental project model into an accredited 

criterion. Colleagues working on the project were promoted around me in a bid, I believe, 

to bring home who was in charge.  

 

Processes of Colonisation, Ivory Towers and Distortions  

 

In contrast to cultures of exchanging ideas I clearly remember the Participation Strategy 

meetings that I was made to attend as part of my duty to the Childrenôs Fund. Held in the 

óheartô of the County Council buildings professionals would be locked into these settings 

to compete as the experts battling with long words and fashionable rhetoric. It was a 

competition to be seen to be in the know whilst I struggled to understand what they were 

actually proposing to do and why I was there at all. These cultures of removed decision-

making processes, meetings and the drafting of new policies directly impacted on my 

own ability to practise. I became embroiled within these cultures and structures and 

experienced first-hand what it feels like to lose sight of the purpose of your work. It 

affected my clarity and my relationships with the Main-place group as I morphed into 

what I saw as being óthe professionalô in my conduct, attitude and appearance. I began to 

enter into the home with a pre-set agenda and felt myself trying to coerce the group into 

things that I had been asked to do rather than being led by them. I was being colonised. In 

the eyes of the Childrenôs Fund I was valuable as a ówordsmithô to contribute to new 

strategies and provide the right type of rhetoric whilst I became more divorced from the 

reality of what these concepts meant in practice. I experienced first-hand how these 

structures impact on development and the development worker. As I was shoved about 

and manipulated I realised the ways in which these cultures were affecting me, my faith 

and confidence in the practice and my ability to óseeô and visualise an alternative by 
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being blinded by agendas, timelines and hierarchical frameworks. The óorganisation of 

the organisationô closes in and fills up the space to think creatively or be free enough to 

conceive a collaborative, developmental model.
465

 This is what keeps front line workers 

and social workers stuck in these myths of procedurally correct practice through the 

colonisation of the mind and imagination.  

 

Illuminating the Contradictions between these Practice Paradigms  

 

These experiences highlighted the fundamental differences in approach to óparticipationô 

óempowermentô and ódevelopmentô between the corporate care agency and applied 

theatre genres. These paradigmatic collisions and my reflections on them have helped to 

deepen my understanding of each areaôs dimensions and dynamics when confronted with 

each other. The event for Connexions highlighted the spiralling and circular shaped 

applied arts models to facilitate development, both in terms of the individual and in 

preparation for an event. In contrast Connexions and the Blueprint plan looked at 

sequential ways of working towards an aim. This óladder-like continuumô reflects the 

organisation of power and control within these frameworks and the managerialist cultures 

on which priorities are borne and decisions are made.
466

 Rodger Hartôs óLadder of 

Participationô, as one of the key tools/instruments within these settings, is crucial in 

understanding how participation is perceived by these frameworks.
467

 Applied arts 

practitioners, in contrast, have developed models that show how frameworks surround 

contexts; they have used rainbows to define processes of liberation and have drawn trees 

to demonstrate growth and development.
468

 Social care paradigms, in contrast, are 

structured conceptually and literally by successive, hierarchical models. As arts 

practitioners we see development as spiralling processes which revisit and regenerate 

initial ideas through experimentation, discussion and reflection. How we develop 

performances, exhibitions and installations is how we perceive the development of 
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people. Mead and Way, in particular, help to make these distinctions.
469

 As arts 

practitioners we are concerned with process and person-specific responses to situations.  

TfD models are concerned with power sharing and the significance of applied theatre 

processes in exploring what development is and how it should be supported and 

approached. óTheatre for development is itself a methodologyô and because of this it has 

powerful connotations attached to it in relation to where it places itself.
 470

 It provokes 

shifts in how things are done, how people are seen and what ódevelopmentô actually 

means because of what it represents within these places and the parodies and 

contradictions it can illuminate.  

 

The (un)training of the bursary group and the representation and exclusion of young 

people from the Blueprint stage 2 reflects how young people continue to be seen and 

treated within social care frameworks even when involved in supposedly radical, young-

people led work. As with the young people in childrenôs homes, the prisons and on the 

estates these young people, although ódressed upô as participants and decision makers, 

continued to be on the receiving end of dominant ideas and agendas. Managerialist and 

maintenance cultures and ózero-sumô notions of power limit and restrict what is possible, 

relevant and appropriate within these settings.
471

 The web of welfare services squash and 

subjugate any alternative view of what empowerment, participation and development 

might mean. These frameworks are literally suffocating the opportunities for participation 

and empowerment to be genuine and progressive.  

 

Policy and Practice, Pedagogy and Praxis  

 

Nixon refers to the ambiguity of policy as one of the central causes for ineffective, 

inconsistent and contradictory approaches to childrenôs rights and empowerment. 

Etherton describes this as: 
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a lack of interest among development managers and policy writers in the artistic 

endeavour that empowers young people to claim their rights
472

 

 

The complexities of human responses to oppression get left out and objectified by policy 

and law and therefore praxis is needed to ensure genuine development. Liberatory 

rhetoric is not enough. With Connexions and Voice just stating a commitment to the 

empowerment of young people or employing someone to act as a walking buzz word 

(me!) or, as with Voice, critiquing the problem but failing to address it within the 

material play of their own organisation ï is useless and arguably more dangerous.  

Claiming to be the antidote to oppressive practice and bureaucracy whilst continuing to 

work in these ways will create a perpetuating culture of blame and ignorance.  

 

Voiceôs work on the ground, delivered by advocates was of a high standard but was 

largely unsupported, misunderstood and contradicted by the attitudes and decisions made 

by those leading the organisation. There are a number of reasons why these types of 

óradicalô agencies are trapped in these conventions, one of which is the relationships of 

co-dependency that are rife throughout the webs that keep them in place. Voice was 

contracted by the Youth Justice Board to provide advocacy services within the secure 

estate; meaning that the institution within which they claimed to be the radical 

intervention were paying them to provide this service. Statistics around the number of 

restraints and complaints made within the STC I worked in were dumbed down in an 

annual report to the YJB by Voice. The ability to fight óin and againstô institutions is 

therefore heavily circumscribed, as I experienced first hand by being the employed 

worker.
473

 Perhaps more predominant is the inability to think of services as anything 

other than a provision and young people as any other than óservice usersô. This means 

óparticipationô is always, only ever about service development and critiquing and 

approving minor changes to existing systems rather than being able to redefine the 

experience and/or the power relations within these frameworks. óRadical freedomô and 
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narrative therapies serve no purpose because these agendas cannot be owned or 

influenced by a dominant institution.  

 

The Arts Practitioner as the Alien  

 

Throughout these experiences I felt like an alien speaking an entirely different language, 

coming from a place that was óupside downô in comparison to the ideals and rationalities 

within these settings. These experiences of resistance highlight the contradictions both 

between TfD and social care paradigms but also those integral to the working order of 

social care paradigms. I entered into these contexts under the written agreements that 

underpinned these organisations and determined my role within them. By not being 

allowed to, and in some cases punished for, trying to enable young people to be integral 

to the work, these resistances illuminate the conflicts of interest within these arenas. It is 

not enough to produce literature, written strategies and policies when the understanding 

of these terminologies remains fragmented, ambiguous and lost. óStart with the child, 

Stay with the childô was clear in championing the participantôs message and keeping 

young people at the centre. What was lost was the understanding of how to do this and 

the de-stabilisation of frameworks this poses in practice. The expert culture has made it 

unacceptable to question what participation and empowerment means. Instead these 

concepts are tidied away much like any other pile in the óin-trayô.  

 

As with the óemperorôs new clothesô I represented the kid who pointed out their 

nakedness and short comings and was bundled off as a result so that I could not continue 

to disrupt the myth or undermine their professionalism in the field. Within TfD and 

applied arts practice ongoing dialectical processes are integral. Within social care 

paradigms these are limited to written critiques by the óexpertsô within books. In practice 

there is no space for shifts and changes in approach or plans. These are seen as fixed 

óblueprintsô which should be met stage by stage; once established they cannot be 

revisited. Etherton draws comparisons between these cultures of inflexibility and NGOs 

(non government organisations):  
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NGOs as institutions find it very difficult to commit the very core of their work to such 

extreme dialogical processesé.Adult NGOs have their own agendas, be they in 

development or emergencies or in human rights. They have to say what they are going to 

do; and then do it. Many would find it impossible to raise funds if it were otherwise.
474

  

 

The potential for this work as research in practice exists within the opportunities to 

highlight these parodies, contradictions and paradoxes through a new frame of reference 

that enables others to articulate and óseeô these trends. At the time I felt desperately 

confused and disillusioned by my experiences. What is now apparent, in light of 

reflection and research, is the value of these experiences in deepening my understanding 

of the boundaries and frames that construct child welfare webs. In order to fully 

experiment with the potential of this practice as a tool for the empowerment of looked 

after children I needed to better understand, from the practice-based perspective working 

within frameworks ócommittedô to this ideal, what constricts this philosophy from being 

realised. The table below demonstrates how my work within these frameworks has 

generated a clearer understanding of both disciplinary fields of practice in relation to my 

research.  
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                               Applied-Arts/TfD                           
 

Models of Development 
 

Spiralling  

Circular  

 

 

Participation in what? Practice and Context  

 

Process based 

Action-research  

Hermeneutic cycles  

Core groups  

 

 

Practice-based  

 

Fluid / organic / holistic  

 

Skills development  

Coloured models / diagrams  

 

Images / Pictures  

 

Workshops  

 

ñBeings for themselvesò  

 

Collaborative learning  

 

Individualism  

Media as tools of research and representation   

Stories / counter narratives / reclaiming histories  

 

Participation in own development and self 

determination   

 

Events to enable young people to define their 

realities and needs and to enable adults / 

professionals to ñenter into their worldsò 

 

Role of the ñdevelopmentò worker 

 

Facilitator / collaborator  

 

 

 

To facilitate ideas  

 

   

                                         Social Care         
 

 

 

Ladders  

Successive  

Hierarchical 

 

 

 

GANT charts  

Milestones  

Targets  

Steering groups  

Funding proposals detailing outcomes  

 

Policy-driven  

 

Fixed  

 

Training  

Participation Strategies / Policy  

 

Reports / text  

 

Meetings  

 

Service users / ñarticulate young peopleò 

Fragmented, top-down decision making  

Expert Culture  

 

Uniform  

Media as marketing tools / promotion  

Stories for fund-raising / promotional purposes 

 

Participation in service development / existing 

frameworks  

 

Events that maintain conventional structures, 

message-laden performances 

 

 

 

 

Social workers  

Managers  

Front-line workers  

 

To deliver an agenda / an employee of and  

extended arm to the organisation 

Fig. 4 The Contradictions Between the Two Central Paradigms 
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New Understandings and Practice Development 

 

These contrasts and contradictions have informed more specific ideas about how these 

paradigms differ and what my approach and techniques are and seek to offer. At Voice, 

as I felt increasingly frustrated by what I saw as tokenistic practice I focused my efforts 

on defining my practice, the different scales of work possible and the types of óeventsô 

that can emerge. These ómethodology pagesô  built on the óconsultation modelô I designed 

whilst at Connexions to define how the work can engage different groups for different 

time periods and yet remain óchild-centred and child-ledô.
475

 At Voice I also designed a 

participation pack in the attempt to identify what genuine and tokenistic practice is, in 

action.
476

 At Connexions I designed models for an event to counter the types of cultures 

that troubled me within the conference planning that could represent an equal relationship 

between the young people and the provider.
477

 As Kershaw explains below, in places of 

formalised power I was able to ócreate currently unimaginable forms of association and 

actionô and use these to better understand my own practice, theories and motivations in 

contrast and relation to these contexts. This is what he calls óthe transcendent sense of the 

radicalô. 

 

Methods of Transferring Practice: Fissures and Moments of Awe 

 

in any system designed by some to control others, there will almost always be a space for 

resistance, a fissure in which to forge at least a little freedomé..we should see them as 

crucially constituting the dramaturgies of freedomé.That is why creative work which 

produces and exploits them is customarily an unwelcome challenge to authority, an 

unpredictable disruption of norms, a kind of playing with fire.
478

  

 

Much to my surprise the development of applied arts practice within these frameworks 

became about creating moments, fissures within which to try to introduce a different way 
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of thinking and realise an alternative to dominant organisations of power. These 

ómomentsô were brief and fleeting and demanded a clambering over different barriers, 

resistances and diversion tactics set up by those who felt the need to silence and stop me, 

because of what I represented. Within these moments there were changes, like a brief 

unveiling, a heightened awareness of where we all stood before the curtain once again 

dropped. OôToole discusses the ómoments of aweô when the audience understands the 

significance of the experience in terms of its connections to the wider contextual 

frameworks and complexities of the roles and relationships engulfing these moments.
479

   

Working within these settings these ómomentsô helped to unveil and reveal the realities of 

these contextual complexities. I realised that the work is about creating these ófissuresô 

rather then trying to find the context from which to launch the practice because the nature 

of the work is to respond to these types of resistances and work with them. These cultures 

are ingrained throughout British welfare systems and much wider as opposed to being 

contained within specific Social Services departments as I originally believed. The work 

is about researching, through practice, and negotiating change within each context 

through the moments that are created. This is an ongoing process whereby we learn more 

about the nature of oppression and the potential for this work as a tool of empowerment. 

It becomes a relationship of equilibrium as Kershaw helps to explain in the above extract.  

 

The Alliance Meeting / Workshop, Engaging the Adults, Sculpting Roles   

 

One of these fissures was created within the last Alliance meeting that I was involved 

with at Voice. This was one of the most effective experiences I had at communicating the 

importance of genuine, participatory practice. At this stage I was exhausted but wanted 

this meeting to try to demonstrate different ways of working. We held the meeting in a 

beautiful space. On arrival each of the professionals were asked to make a small sculpture 

to represent their role within the organisations they worked for and what they could offer 

to the Alliance. This proved to be an effective way of separating the role of the 

professional from the individual and unpacking how each of these individuals contributed 

to the frameworks within which they worked. Rather than just introducing your name and 
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title this exercise prompted a further analysis of ówhat it is that you doô and how to 

effectively represent that through a constructed piece. These sculptures were left on a 

table as an óofferingô to the meeting; Their ócreatorsô were then free to join in on the 

meeting as individuals as well being prompted to be more critically aware of their 

relationship to the systems within which they worked. This technique adapted the 

declarations of identity developed in the childrenôs homes and on the estates through 

mini-mes and by using sculpture to enhance a deeper awareness of role as the 

administrators of a wider-webbed arena.  

 

Drama Games  

 

I asked a friend and experienced drama practitioner to facilitate games between the adults 

and the young people before the meeting agenda officially started. Beautifully introduced 

and effortlessly changing from one to the other we played games that subtly required the 

sharing of power, trust and negotiation. We just ódidô these exercises and never stopped 

to analyse them or unpack their purpose. This workshop was one poignant moment 

during my time at Voice that I believe had a genuine impact on their understanding of 

participation and shared ownership. Some comments below from the adult participants 

help to illustrate the impact of these experiences:  

 

Q. Please let us know your thoughts on todayé   

A. I havenôt been to a meeting for a while and this was so much better combining fun and 

a more focused approach to the business.  

 

Q. What did you get out of the session / what did it mean to you?  

A. That it is possible for young people and adults to work together in a really constructive 

way 
480

 

Q. Please let us know your thoughts on todayé   

A. I came with serious reservations about the games etc. ï BUT thoroughly enjoyed it 

and I think it helped more through business effectively                  

Q. Did you learn anything new?  If so, what did you learn?  

                                                 
480
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A. YeséNot to be afraid of games  

Q. What did you get out of the session / what did it mean to you?  

A. Pleasure of working collectivelyé..
481

 

 

This experience highlighted the importance of engaging higher management teams as 

óthe gate keepersô in collaborative, creative ways in order for the efficiency of the 

practice to be understood.
482

 Other attempts at Voice had been less successful as explored 

below.   

 

The Pillow of Power  

 

When previously trying to explain the sharing of power at Voice I ran an internal 

workshop with the Blueprint in Practice team and other members of staff during which 

we played a game I named ópassing the pillow of powerô. It was set-up much like pass-

the-parcel. A parcel was passed around the group and unwrapped to reveal that it was a 

pillow labelled ópowerô. My hopes were to demonstrate this as sharing / passing around 

the power. The message was lost when those involved saw the pillow as a óprizeô. At one 

point I had to rescue the pillow from a professionalôs handbag who wanted to take it 

home with her. In a context where power is seen as zero-sum this exercise proved to be 

an ineffective way of transferring the process and the ethos of the practice. As Etherton 

highlights, in the process of transferring these messages we cannot afford to replicate 

them:  

 

NGOs are very much addicted to ómessagesô. If we are to link creativity to rational 

analysis we need a Rights-based TfD which is the opposite of ómessage-ladenô drama.
483
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Visual Models, Walking Amongst the Work   

 

At Connexions I tried to translate models and proposals for the conference in written 

form which seemed to further infuriate my line manager resulting in her binning these 

proposals in front of me. A brief ófissureô was created when she came to visit us at the 

hotel during the training weekend. Entering into the óideas and inspiration membraneô she 

seemed shocked to discover the disarray within the room and confused by the presence of 

Morris and fifteen large African drums. I had created a huge coloured circular model on 

the floor to demonstrate to the group the different ólevels of consultationô we could 

engage young people within ï in preparation for the conference as a way of gathering and 

collecting their stories.
484

  I moved between each level/layer as the group offered ideas as 

to who we could work with, where and how. The manageress began to better understand 

the concepts I had been trying to translate in the written proposals and join us in these 

discussions. By presenting a collaborative, developmental model in this way she was able 

to understand and óseeô what was lost through the pieces of paper. Due to the ambiguity 

and opposing ideas as to what core concepts such as consultation and empowerment can 

mean - the reliance on this language alone to effectively communicate practice and 

approach is lost. Processes of translating this practice need to be participatory and 

empowering for it to be best understood.  

 

Managing Expectations  

 

This need to experience the work was realised within the context of the housing 

association. The community development team were able to experience the work directly, 

resulting in a lack of resistance or sense of threat. Their understanding ógrewô with the 

work and/or the work grew with them. I did not enter into the housing association with 

the same expectations from myself or the organisation as I did with Voice or Connexions 

and, as a result, the work began to emerge in the places it could arise from. It worked 

with and within the frameworks of the housing association and I was able to negotiate 

new spaces and acceptance from a place of practice based evidence. In Connexions and 
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Voice I expected to ólaunchô my practice and believed that these organisations were 

dedicated to the same ideals and ethos that I was. I was particularly disappointed by, and 

critical of, what I witnessed at Voice because of their status within the field of child 

welfare and their arrogance about ethical practice. I was critical of their lack of critical 

consciousness in claiming to be a radical intervention into statutory service provision. 

Blinded by this disappointment I failed to be reflexive in my own approach to working 

with them and began to mirror their same cultures of moral indignation rather than 

óstarting from where they are atô.
485

 When working for Connexions I believed I was there 

solely to develop my model and proposal and was outraged when this was not what I was 

wanted for. The horror of what emerged as dominant practice trends and the criticisms, 

restrictions and distractions to prevent me from working in this way evoked anger and 

disgust.
486

 

 

Frames of Reference and Reflexive Practice  

 

My shifts in understanding regarding these frameworks and where I sat within them has 

revealed that this research is not about empowering LAC by getting social care worlds to 

adopt these practices by making me an expert in doing them, but that this idea of young 

people óversusô statutory services is more complex. The potential for this work was 

bound and defined by ówhereô I was sat and issues of sustainability in terms of 

negotiating/facilitating an acceptance and understanding of these models as a relevant 

practice by those with an influence on practice development within existing welfare 

systems. There are not the divisions and differences I anticipated in terms of statutory 

services and childrenôs rights agencies. Fundamentally, as with Ethertonôs observations 

of NGOs, they are all governed and controlled by the same socio-political history and 

ideologies about children óin needô and welfare as a provision.
487
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Reflexive strategies in understanding these intricacies have enabled a gradual liberation 

from my own grievances that has given way to a deeper understanding of the 

possibilities. My awareness has been heightened in regards to the pragmatic tools and 

strategies required in generating a better understanding and acceptance of this work in 

these settings. Etherton discusses óinstitutional and personal reflexivityô as a means of 

negotiating óinstitutional transformationô from the starting point of the development 

worker within these frameworks.
 488

  

 

The significance of educating those working within these systems from an experiential 

view point is the potential liberation of their own ideas. There was no sustainability with 

the Blueprint project from the first phase onwards because the internal management did 

not understand and therefore were unable to own the work. They felt threatened and 

excluded from it and were therefore suspicious of this happening again. There needs to be 

more support to develop practice, without this being overlooked in the bid to stick to 

ósafeô yet crippling conventions. Most examples of óparticipationô in these settings are 

simply replicating hierarchical models and scientific/clinical techniques with the novelty 

of young people ósitting in the seatsô of the professionals. Young people are being 

professionalized and colonised through these approaches. In the bid to be useful they are 

transformed into smaller versions of the óoppressorsô.   

 

In contrast TfD work presents possibilities for young people to be young people and build 

on their innate skills, interests and concerns to participate in ways that are appropriate 

and relevant to them, as well as pursuing avenues of óself developmentô in óways un-

recoupableô by the system / the organisation and/or the agenda of the participation 

programme. Experiencing these models and approaches can be the only way of realising 

the potential for this type of work to help professionals, decision-makers, social care 

workers to realise what participation and empowerment can mean from a person-centred 

perspective. Adapted in the right way this work has the potential to help professionals to 

think more radically and creatively about what is relevant as well as thinking more 

critically about what approaches and methods assume and perpetuate power imbalances 
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under the guise of liberation and empowerment. Without any real examples there are 

limited frames of reference for these cultures to shift because no alternative has been 

presented or is able to be conceived. I know only too well how working within these 

systems can blind you to the possibilities. Professionals need too to be liberated from 

óprofessional helplessnessô and able to understand and trust in the fluidity of this type of 

work.
 489

  

 

As a strategy, what is needed when attempting to develop arts based practice in these 

settings is a clear frame of reference understood by the agency. These settings are driven 

by a culture of fear, anxiety and competition and the need to attract funding and 

demonstrate usefulness, professionalism and expertise. If TfD and applied arts work is to 

work effectively with and within these areas, agencies need to be made to feel safe and 

able to recognise the relevance between their policies and this practice. In order for there 

to be a sustainable and long-term shift in practice, those who are seen to be leading on 

practice development, empowerment and participation need to feel able to own this type 

of work. This means they too have to experience it directly and be helped to make 

connections between its paradigms and their own areas of expertise and agendas. It was 

perfectly clear to Ted, from Main-place, how what we had done within the home directly 

related to óEvery Child Mattersô. After I had lost the funding he attended a mandatory 

workshop on the green paper óEvery Child Mattersô and was informed that, as front line 

workers, this must be adopted in their practice. He called me, frustrated by the links 

between what we had been doing in Main-place and this agenda. The workshop had been 

delivered by the Chair of the Childrenôs Fund board who had given up on me and moved 

on. I needed to be pragmatic and patient in helping those within the broader frameworks 

to understand these ways of working and their potential efficiencies. This workshop was 

one example of many where the front-line workers are preached to about practice they 

struggle to realise within the restrictions of their role and examples of which they are 

assumed not to know.   
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Conclusions  

 

I learnt that facilitation is something that does not stop when leaving groups of 

participants, but something that is integral to negotiating within these frameworks of 

power and influence and keeping the ódoors openô to opportunity. As Thompson explains 

óit is all practiceô.
490

 óWhereô you sit in terms of your placement and your representation 

within these frameworks dramatically effects the types of resistances, challenges and 

problems you are faced with and the types of negotiations and techniques that are needed 

to evoke reflexivity, critical consciousness and context-specific development. In the 

childrenôs homes this was about being able to be individual and celebrating identity as 

well as negotiating better relationships and forms of communication between groups. As 

this work interfaced within the homes a new culture started to emerge and was reflected 

in how groups interacted with one another. Working on a broader, institutional level what 

was important was the facilitation of the decision-makersô ideas, agendas and egos to 

help them accept and better understand democratic practice. They wanted the pieces of 

work I had presented to them from the childrenôs homes but needed to understand the 

symbolism of this practice and its relationship to their own positioning in these 

frameworks, as did I.  

 

The transferring of these ways of working has to begin at the same place of generating 

reflexive practice and negotiating power battles and ownership issues within these 

frameworks, as required when working with groups of young people. When working for 

Voice I was told I had óownership issuesô. The truth was I could not ógiveô them the 

practice because it required a transferring process that they needed to buy into rather than 

this being a palimpsest of my work onto their organisation.
491

 Only a collaborative 

workshop could help to translate this effectively. When trying to bring young people with 

me into BIP planning meetings to speak for themselves about their ideas for the Blueprint 

phase 2, I was told it was ónot that type of meetingô.  
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The agenda / policy of the setting and, if employed, your job description can become the 

óframe of referenceô within which you can begin to demonstrate practice that helps to 

translate and realise these concepts in their material play. Etherton describes this as 

creating óimagesô rather than text. Thompson refers to this as learning the language of the 

setting. It is vital, if pursuing institutional transformation, which in this context is 

fundamental to ensuring the sustainability of liberatory practice, that, as the facilitator, 

you are able to watch and recognise frames of reference relevant to these settings and in 

doing so are able to identify potential spaces and opportunities for paradigms to interface. 

Applied arts practice has to be seen to be relevant rather than contradictory, threatening 

and exposing. This is a core part of the research process that is integral to all TfD project 

work.  

 

I realised that I needed to stop imposing my language and ideas onto these settings and 

the gate keepers and getting angry at what I saw as blatant contradictions within these 

frameworks. Instead I needed to meet them in a place of mutual recognition and help to 

generate a critical consciousness that did not feel like criticism. At times I risked acting 

as the ódepositorô of these messages rather than the collaborator and/or facilitator of ideas 

and ownership. I do not blame young people for reacting to and mirroring their own 

oppressions. When working with the adults, the decision-makers, I needed to be more 

prepared to do the same and stand by my own ethos of practice and approach by enabling 

them to experience it first-hand so that it was not an abstract-concept meant only for the 

young people. óReflexive practiceô has allowed me to better recognise who I am, what I 

am there to do, how I too can be guilty of building barriers, throwing stones and 

professing my own expertise in the face of those who have resisted the work. As Etherton 

echoes: 

 

Expertise suggests that there is a correct way to do something. Often it then becomes the 

only way you can do it. An orthodoxy develops. Those who have previously worked in 

these areas in their own way begin to feel disempoweredé
492
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Genuine TfD has to be about passing it back to the context and working towards the 

recognition of the innate skills that are in all of us. The potential for change on an 

institutional level exists within the opportunities for exchanges to take place; exchanges 

of ideas, areas of expertise, exchanges of power, stories and identities. As Kershaw 

discusses: 

 

one of the best places to look for some sources of radicalism is where the oppressions are 

at their most acute, at the heart of systems of formalised power.
493

 

 

It is within the most oppressive contexts that the most radical ideas can emerge. This 

work has the potential to interface in ways that can create a whole new paradigm of 

practice as it finds ways to be of most use and impact within the multitude of areas and 

opportunities that could be made available. This handing over control of the process 

entails a deconstruction of the notion of expertise, both in ótheatre and drama expertiseô 

and in ódevelopment and human rights expertiseô. The purpose of such a deconstruction is 

to transform our understanding of what constitutes expertise.
494

  

 

This work is therefore not about preaching to social care paradigms about TfD practice or 

teaching them how to do it ï or being hired to do it for them but about collaboratively 

exploring the possibilities for this type of practice in these paradigms and settings. As 

Chapter 8 examines through a proposal for ongoing work, what will make most use of 

this research is the further practical investigation into the potentials for this as a practice 

to impact on, shift, shape, develop and define how British care systems are ódeliveredô 

and óexperiencedô.  

 

In Main-place, once the staff teams had been directly involved in the work they would 

come up with endless ideas and possibilities about what else we could do and what could 

happen next. Ted began to take hold of the process and use his own expertise and 

experience of the setting to invent context-appropriate ways of using the practice. He 

spoke about creating órole reversalô experiences within the home and different models for 
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shared decision making between staff and young people. This work has the potential to 

open up discussion about praxis, to celebrate aspects of ógood practiceô and to return back 

to the text with practice. As Etherton helps to exemplify in his discussions about creating 

a text for drama:   

 

We are all experts in spontaneity, once we see it in actionééThis perhaps explains why 

most improvisations go through a continuous transformation and then, at some point, they 

become fixed, completely stable, almost a textéIt is though a moment of startling 

collective awareness was suddenly achieved during the improvisation process. 

Thereafter, the group seeks to repeat that moment of enlightenment, to capture that 

instance of awareness with new and different audiences. 
495

  

 

It is this focus on exchanges that will enable my research to make genuine changes in the 

search for new practice and the empowerment of looked after children.  
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Chapter 8 

Summary of Findings and New Proposals 

 

 

This research has examined the potential for applied theatre as a tool for empowerment 

for looked after children. Witnessing the ways in which arts practice can help looked 

after children to own their own stories, tell their own truths and be freed through 

creativity, within the first Main-place project, I have been driven and committed to 

developing this work so that other young people can experience these processes. With the 

consistent aim to build on the Main-place project and develop all that this early work 

revealed I have entered into a range of different settings constructed around the ówelfareô 

of children. In each of these settings deep-rooted patterns of deprivation, exclusion and 

forced interventions upon the lives and worlds of young people in need have illuminated 

harrowing and haunting trends. Learning how to make sense of these trends, to locate 

their socio-political and historical origins has been fundamental in understanding how 

applied theatre practice can make sustainable and meaningful impacts on these arenas.  

 

Refining my skills as a reflexive practitioner has been a concurrent strand throughout my 

research. Knowing how to respond to and work in empowering ways with participants is 

one, significant part of the applied arts practitioner role, but not all. Finding ways to 

understand the broader political and cultural pressures on the immediate setting can 

enable the work to better understand óthe oppressorô and the complexities of the 

óoppressionô. My research journey as an ongoing action research model has continued to 

generate new theories and praxis around the central concern for the potential for applied 

theatre practice as a tool of empowerment of looked after children. Who these children 

are and where they come from has become clearer throughout my research.  

 

Early on, I thought we just needed to keep putting on plays to better educate the ódecision 

makersô on what life was really like for young people living in the epicentre of 

institutionalised frameworks. I maintain a belief in the importance of voicing the counter 

narratives of these systems but my conclusions are also focused on a range of proposals 
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about how to impact on a number of contextual layers and audiences. This research, in its 

entirety, has revealed that the use of applied arts practice can create contexts for hope and 

radical freedom for participants and work outwards from that point to engage with a 

variety of boundaries and concentric frames that define the worlds of each participant. 

This work has wrestled with subverting relations of force, power and control so that 

agendas are re-centred around the individual child placing them in meaningful positions 

of influence.  

 

 
Fig. 5 Subverting Relations of Force,  

          Re-centring Young People within Power Paradigms   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Trends of Disempowerment  

 

 

As revealed by my research looked after children are locked into a system that 

historically views these young people as óthe problemô that needs to be repressed, 

segregated and contained. The contemporary care system is framed by a wider capitalist 

context which, as with the origins of these systems, is fixated on centralised control, 

global markets and domestication of expectations. The child welfare system is an arena 

within which the extreme contradictions between rhetoric and reality / policy and practice 

are played out. In the many secret settings, closed to a more general audience, the real 

attitudes and cultures of intervention and ócareô are magnified. Within the material play 
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of processes used to access, categorise, ócorrectô and colonise young people the 

óornamental rhetoricô of policies such as óEvery Child Mattersô are exposed. The use of 

science, surveillance and the policing of both social workers and young people have 

emerged as strategic power techniques used by political apparatuses to tightly constrict 

the ability for either group to engage in critical thought, whole person approaches and/or 

the ownership of self.  

 

My research has highlighted a complex web of de-contextualised and de-politicised 

procedures that continue to demoralise young people once within the care system and 

require a belief that these young people are óless than fully humanô in the administration 

of them. Extreme examples exist in the strip searching and physical restraints of young 

people. More subtle, but equally detrimental are procedures of tagging, dispersion acts, 

review meetings and complaint systems, among others. These trends emulate relations of 

force, cultures of silence, processes of institutionalisation and the use of myth making to 

justify the mistreatment of others. My research has examined the potential for applied arts 

practice to collaboratively research these realities and create work that is specific to the 

liberation of young people living within or existing on the margins of these 

interventionist systems. Working from the young person outwards, the practice as 

research has evolved a number of distinct applications and techniques that examine hope 

and radical freedom, relationships, communication, altering cultures of practice and 

countering dominant assumptions.  

 

Practice as Research, Summary of Findings  

 

My practice-based research has become research through practice in exploring current 

cultures within settings and examining, through ongoing practice, the potential for the 

work to act as a tool of empowerment. As such, the practice has existed as both óthe 

method and the goalô.
496

 My research findings, therefore, epitomise new knowledge with 

regards to the role and pragmatic strategies of the researcher-practitioner working within 
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these arenas, the specific uses and potentials for the work as a tool of empowerment, and 

the reflexive techniques in translating and transferring the practice throughout these 

arenas and their frameworks.   

 

The Role of the Practitioner  

 

The role of the practitioner, in light of my research, encompasses a number of distinct 

and interlocking considerations in managing the complexities of developing this work in 

settings where there is a lack of coherent understanding, examples or acceptance of 

applied arts based practice. These include: creating radical spaces, negotiating within 

different frameworks, learning the ólanguageô of the context, remaining aware of issues of 

commodity and colluding, being inventive in introducing new languages and forms. Each 

of these considerations has defined my role as the applied arts practitioner working 

within this arena. Without a balance of these considerations I realised the work could 

become too much of one thing and not reflexive enough in its ability to remain culturally 

appropriate and/or person and context specific. This knowledge has been informed by 

this research as a 12 year process of reflexive practice in collaboration with a mass of 

practical project work. A critical understanding of how each of these considerations 

forges an ongoing dialectical relationship is what enables this work to remain ethical and 

unfixed in its assumptions and techniques. As a ócritical teacherô the practitioner needs to 

be able to demonstrate this approach in order to represent and define a more specific, 

critical and reflexive way of working. My research has informed how I needed to work in 

order to represent an alternative practice culture as well as being able to develop applied 

theatre practice.  

 

New Languages  

 

Throughout my research I have developed a range of new techniques to help manage my 

personal responses to these settings. Diary writing, sculpting and drawing have featured 

as specific tools to enable me to make sense of and see the boundaries, frames and new 

potentials for the practice. Faced with complex and contradictory arenas my return to a 
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basic conceptualisation of the participant groups, the relevant audience/s and culturally 

appropriate modes and forms for communication has enabled me to remain rooted by 

TfD models. New languages and forms for the practice have been developed 

collaboratively with young people. It has been particularly important for me to stay 

abreast of new trends, such as graffiti, animation and break-dancing to ensure the work 

remains current with regards to new youth cultures and languages. This echoes Hughesô 

assertions for the need for the work to be imaginative and relevant.
497

  

 

As the practitioner I have experimented with new tools, frames, performance contexts 

and mediums to enable this work to remain culturally appropriate and context specific. 

An early example within one of the childrenôs homes taught me never to assume one 

project will take the shape of another. Sometimes the órelevant audienceô is not óthe 

professionalô but the community within the home; sometimes a óshowô takes the form of 

an interactive experience whereby the audience walks amongst the worlds of the young 

people rather than being spoken to or performed in front of; sometimes the work is a 

private and personalised process of inner discovery requiring no audience at all.
498

  

 

Potentials for my uses of Applied Theatre as an Empowerment Tool  

 

My research has examined the potential for applied theatre as a tool for empowerment for 

looked after children and, in interrogating this central aim, has illuminated the specific 

frameworks of power / disempowerment that surround them. This has resulted in a 

number of new ideas as to what óempowermentô for looked after children means both as 

personalised process of radical freedom and through work that outreaches to relevant 

audiences requiring cultural and attitudinal shifts. My work has developed specific 

strategies to enable young people in care to ócome to voiceô as well as examining who 

needs to óhearô these voices and how these testimonies need to impact on and alter current 

cultures of practice and dominant theories.  
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Radical Freedom and Hope   

 

My work within childrenôs homes has examined the use of applied theatre to enable 

young people to take ownership and control over the development of pieces of work and, 

in doing so, regain authorship and authority over processes of self determination and 

declarations of identity. By reframing rigid, non creative contexts as radical, creative 

spaces, looked after young people have been liberated through play, open-ended agendas 

and processes within which they can mould and shape meanings through new and person-

specific languages. This use of the work has addressed experiences of loss of control and 

loss of identity.  

 

My practice has examined the potential for applied theatre practice to create spaces for 

the innate skills and inner resources of young people to act as a central impetus for 

practice. In collaboration with young people I have developed a number of games and 

processes that focus on enabling young people to create ódeclarations of identityô, such as 

the ómini-mesô sculptures, to celebrate the diversities of people and help young people to 

better understand themselves as a counter to processes of homogeneity and 

dehumanisation. Through practice this work has explored how applied arts praxis can re-

train and equip young people with a better sense of self and resilience by valuing their 

innate skills and complexities as people.  

 

My practice has framed young people in positions of influence to counter closed decision 

making processes inherent within these settings. In contexts that prevent them from 

engaging in critical reflective processes we have developed activities to research their 

worlds and project their individual theories and narratives through new and specific 

aesthetic frames. My work in childrenôs homes created opportunities for young people to 

consider and celebrate who they are. By asking young people what they would like to 

change, whatôs good about where they live and whatôs not so good, this adaptation of 

applied arts practice has enabled participants to engage in processes of critical reflection 

and identify their specific sources of oppression.  
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Through narrative therapy based work I have helped young people to regain authorship 

and authority over their histories and stories as a counter to procedures that strip them 

from their identity kits and treat them as beings for others. This practice has examined the 

potential for play, escapism and the creative process as a site of resistance within the rigid 

setting of childrenôs homes. The practice has created opportunities for young people to 

better understand their own narratives by hearing their own voices and introduced a range 

of languages through which to do so. By creating new spaces for play and 

experimentation young people have been able to regain control over space and time and 

their own bodies and reconnect with childhood explorations. In this context, with this 

group, this practice has represented radical freedoms and hope by dismantling 

apparatuses of repression and re-centring young people at the heart of the work.  

 

Relationships, Communication  

 

This work has demonstrated how, by enabling young people to have ownership over their 

unique marks and processes of critical consciousness, the group dynamics within home 

settings can be greatly improved. By creating the space for young people to construct 

understandings of their complexities as people the webs of inter-relationships are realised 

to enhance a vision of how we are different and similar to others, as opposed to these 

settings being fuelled by peer competition, suppression and resentment.  

 

By engaging communities within the home through collective, creative encounters, staff 

and young people were brought together through play and shared missions. By reframing 

spaces as creative contexts and re-centring work around talents and skills staff and young 

people were able to work collaboratively beyond the roles that distort and disrupt their 

interactions. By using the practice to collaboratively research, critique and represent back 

the life cycles, cultures and ógood timesô to the home, this work has demonstrated how 

practice can create spaces of personal and collective reflexivity as well as capturing and 

championing examples of good practice.  
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In the contexts of the estates, creative, collective encounters brought fragmented and 

segregated groups together both within and between different estates and between the 

estates and the decision-makers of the housing association. On the estates the young 

people functioned as researchers and collaborators central to specific projects, helping to 

reframe them as pivotal, rather than excluded and segregated, from their communities. 

Other projects united groups of young people from different estates through events that 

celebrated their unique and specific skills, as well as providing opportunities for them to 

reflect on their shared and specific worlds and realities. Within the internal structures of 

the housing association photography exhibitions and show-back events helped to re-

humanise young people perceived as óthe problemô and develop relationships between 

óproviderô and óreceiverô based on their real, rather than perceived needs.  

 

Practice Cultures, Research and Representation  

 

My work has altered practice cultures both within the childrenôs homes and on the 

estates. In Hampshire, collaborative work with young people and staff demonstrated new 

possibilities and I witnessed new cultures of practice emerging as a result. Special 

evenings to mark the moving on of residents, poetry presentations from members of staff 

to the young people, photo-montages of residents and staff, past and present, and fancy 

dress parties were some of the small, but significant changes, that began to independently 

materialise. Once a óradical spaceô had been created within the regime of the home the 

confidence and inventive use of performance and theatre based approaches grew 

organically.  

 

Within the housing association setting shifts in practice cultures remain evident, as a 

result of the óSummer in Da Cityô and óStars in Our Yardô projects, across a number of 

estates. My practice recreated the concepts of development, research, intervention and 

provision by demonstrating the efficiency of skills based workshops and TfD models. 

This use of the work altered practice cultures that previously treated young people as 

recipients of paternalistic and tokenistic provision by demonstrating the efficiency of arts 

practice to engage young people in culturally appropriate and meaningful ways. Using 



 

 

238 

presentations within the frameworks of the wider organisation I have attempted to 

counter dominant theory and óexpertiseô by demonstrating grass-root, context specific 

praxis. This adaptation of the work was initiated by community development team films 

and has been further contextualised through workshops with foster carers and ódesignated 

teachersô.
499

  

 

Through the development of a plethora of new techniques that are creative, collaborative 

and relocate the young people into positions of influence my practice-based research has 

adapted the original pedagogical model and methods designed by the childrenôs homes 

for use on a number of different sites. Mini-mes, photo-voice, sculptures of worlds, big 

brother diary rooms have demonstrated the creative explorations of narrative therapies as 

context specific tools.  

 

Wider Cultural Views, Countering Dominant Assumptions   

 

My work has revealed the potential for this practice to impact on and alter wider societal 

views of looked after children and other marginalised groups. In the Romany Gypsy 

project a varied audience watched their play with the post performance discussion 

opening up new lines of communication between the Romany Gypsy community and the 

wider world. The young people, and their families who sat within the audience, were able 

to answer questions and educate misconceptions starting from a place of pride and 

liberation.  

 

In the first Main-place project the show-back event united a room of disparate and 

compartmentalised departments that work on fragmented aspects of child welfare in one 

place representing, through these aesthetics, óa whole-person approachô with the 

narratives of the young people re-positioned as their central focus. The event re-

humanised the young people from an abstract concept of numbers, stock, statistics and 

budget demands into real people, children with individual theories and unique needs.  
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Work on the estates expanded on these themes by bringing the faces and voices of the 

young people on the estates into the organisational framework through photography and 

film. The use of in-house exhibitions provided the wider teams with a visual reminder of 

those often considered as óthe problemô. In more recent work my practice has explored 

the potential to educate wider, cross cultural audiences through events that re-instated the 

ownership of public spaces to young people. These practice examples illuminate the 

potential of the work to project counter narratives and the real world views of excluded 

young people through creative public spectacles.  

 

Translating, Transferring Techniques and Strategies  

 

New strategies in how to best translate and transfer this work within these arenas have 

informed new theory as to what constitutes the culturally appropriate translation of 

practice at varying contextual layers. Booklets and films have helped me to carry 

evidence of the work into new settings to inform commissioners of the work. These 

booklets also enabled the faces and voices of young people to remain visible within the 

sub concentric frames of immediate settings and for this type of practice to be framed as 

something they do and adhere to.  

 

Work within Voice, as a particularly resistant and suspicious setting, highlighted the need 

for trust-based and power-sharing games to help the ógate keepersô to experience this type 

of work. The process of translating needs to use the same languages of the practice in 

order for the work to be best understood. In the same way, the language that frames the 

setting in terms of dominant policy, practice standards and organisational agendas needs 

to be met with examples of practice to assure gate keepers and commissioners that the 

work is relevant. There is no one way of translating, transferring and/or transcending the 

practice. My research revealed the need to consistently engage different audiences and 

concentric frames of power and influence to help these bodies to understand the 

significance of the practice. This is an integral part of a reflexive cycle in adapting this 

work as a sustainable influence.  
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When ójustô impressing the commissioners but failing to effectively share the work with 

line managers, the practice got lost and fell victim to the ever-encroaching arm of the 

dominant agenda that demanded the work feature as a commodity and promotional tool. 

In the process of translating the practice, the practitioner needs to remain vigilant to 

relevant audiences and context-appropriate ways of enabling border crossings. In the 

process of transferring, professionals have to feel in control of new, emerging practice 

trends. By engaging them in person-specific ways, starting with a process that liberates 

them, they will be able to understand the potential of the practice to liberate others.  

 

New Proposals; Capturing and Translating Existing Examples of Praxis  

 

My research has revealed a culture of deskilling and disempowerment through top-down 

directions of theory reinforced by research as something done to others. There is a wealth 

of knowledge as to ówhat worksô that is silenced and curtailed by scientific and 

systematic cultures of practice. I believe we need to capture the examples of good/ethical 

practice that happens within this field and use these examples to translate and define 

abstract theory through a model of praxis.  

 

I am reminded of the youth worker, working alone and isolated with feeble resources 

under the consistent threat of cuts, who creates a safe space for young people, against the 

odds. These are the real experts who, by listening to and engaging young people in 

culturally appropriate ways, help young people to make sense of their lives and nurture 

the internal resources in a climate that seems intent on stripping these from them. A 

research project that could create a space for these workers and young people to define 

what constitutes óempowering practiceô could begin to translate a vision of pedagogy and 

praxis from grass-roots perspective rather than top-down directions of theory.  

 

The artistic endeavour that is overlooked by policy makers and assumed through abstract 

theory needs to be re-politicised and contextualised. The lack of vision and frames of 

reference about what constitutes genuine, empowering practice needs to be radicalised 

through grass-root examples. There are many multi-disciplinary examples of good 
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practice and not enough emphasis on the pedagogy of these projects. By championing 

and translating this work we can begin to alter top-down reactive cultures that destroy 

and disrupt ówhole-personô approaches.  

 

Creative Partnerships, Social Pedagogies  

 

Using the Social Pedagogies model as an established frame of reference, applied arts 

practice needs to be developed across Social Work training contexts and within 

residential childrenôs home settings. The work that developed organically within the 

childrenôs homes demonstrated the potential for an artist in residence model to enhance 

these often oppressive, rigid and formal settings. This work, as  witnessed by  my 

research, can impact on the well-being and recovery of LAC as well as improving 

relationships and constructing a ócritical practice frameworkô to enable creative, reflexive 

practice to evolve.  

 

Partnerships between arts workers and residential childrenôs homes can continue to 

develop multi method research through practice to demonstrate child-centred pedagogy 

and praxis. We need to avoid front-line workers feeling patronised and dictated to by yet 

another theory. Project work in these settings needs to consider culturally appropriate 

ways to transfer applied theatre based approaches and models to enable staff to take hold 

of this type of practice. Applied arts within the context of childrenôs homes can liberate 

both young people and staff to re-engage with their innate skills and inner resources, 

helping to create contexts within which development and care can become processes 

owned and defined by young people and their carers. Work within these settings can 

create cultures of exchange between practitioners, staff members and young people to 

demonstrate and realise two-way communication methods and fluid procedures. 

 

OôConnorôs multi-disciplinary project work across a number of different schools 

demonstrates this proposal for a partnership between arts practitioners, social workers, 

front-line workers, teachers and parents. Through these partnerships applied arts 
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paradigms and social care workers can continue to exchange knowledge and begin to 

develop context specific approaches towards child centred practice.  

 

Estate based work, Conflict Resolution  

 

My work on and across inner-city estates highlighted how deprived these young people 

are of opportunities and spaces to play and develop positive relationships. These young 

people are neglected by parents, systems and society and left to struggle in dangerous and 

hostile environments. My use of TfD models and skills-based workshops has 

demonstrated the potential for this work as a tool for conflict resolution within inner city 

areas. Further work across different estates that focuses on uniting rival gangs and 

creating safe spaces for them to make sense of their worlds is vital in combating existing 

territorial wars. By enabling young people to engage in critical, creative practice, inter-

relations between those previously deemed as ôthe enemyô can be made. These young 

people are trapped without the opportunity to critique their worlds, be children or feel in 

control of their situations. They are stigmatised and demonised; they therefore look for 

acceptance and protection in gangs.  

 

Itôs about whoôs more powerful than who. Thatôs why people kill each otheré. 

I got out of it because I was given a chance. I was raised all my life to think I was 

worthlesséA lot of middle-class people think that gangs are untouchable and youths are 

unreachable, but thatôs not the case-these 13 and 14-year-old boys are scared, they are 

looking for guidance and theyôre going to anyone who can provide it, whether thatôs a 30-

year-old gang leader or a 20-year-old church member 
500

  

 

Their power battles reflect the wider relations of force and capitalist cultures of 

competition and violence that surround and define their exclusion from the wider world. 

Projects such as óBig Fishô and óKids Companyô need to be broadened and replicated 

with a specific focus on projecting these counter narratives to illuminate structural and 
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cultural oppressions.
501

  There needs to be critically conscious arts based practice that 

creates radical spaces for young people to engage in reflexive project work and enables 

them to become active participants against their specific and shared sources of 

oppression. The youth riots of August 2011 demonstrated a coming together through a 

shared aim that crossed over normal territorial lines and gang perimeters. TfD models 

need to harness this potential and power in ways that liberate these young people living 

on the margins beyond acts that collapse back into capitalist constructions.  

 

Creative Spaces, Collaborative Classrooms   

 

As arts practitioners and critical teachers we need to continue to create fissures, radical 

spaces within which to project the voices of the counter narratives, and facilitate 

processes of critical thought and action within social care arenas. As the myths and 

abstract theories continue to be constructed and driven downwards throughout these 

apparatuses we need to create counter-spheres created to illuminate the contradictions. 

Without the ótorturersô being confronted by their actions and helped to visualise an 

alternative culture of practice, the machine will continue to pick up speed. Conferences, 

training events, public spectacles, work within and on the outside of these arenas must 

continue to disrupt and inform neat lines of understanding and insidiously authoritarian 

assumptions. Boalôs work and Geese Theatre Company are two useful examples of 

applied arts practice that continues to work in a range of settings creating critical contexts 

for reflexive praxis. This type of work needs to be developed in social care contexts in 

work with looked after children.  

 

The Interactive Exhibition as a Counter-sphere and Radical Space  

 

The óInteractive Exhibitionô, as a model, encapsulates specific strategies for individual 

and institutional reflexivity to ódissolve relations of powerô through the órecognition of 
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peopleôs dignityô.
502

 As a collection of person-specific reflexive processes and 

collaborative, creative encounters this model represents the in-context event of this 

research project as a whole. In many ways my proposal for this event, as detailed in full 

in Appendix 22, is symbolic of the event that was never allowed to happen whilst 

building on workshops and events which did take place.
503

 It is an adaptation of the 

óLabyrinth modelô in 1966 and, throughout its structure it epitomises my proposals for 

ongoing work, in one place.
 504

  

 

the interactive nature of the maze encourage[s] participants not simply to submit to that 

order, to become its object, but to explore its expressive potential with its inhabitants, to 

become an agent in the creation of its ócultureô.
505  

 

The exhibits and encounters within the exhibition draw on a range of mediums and 

modes of communication. As participants the audience will be fundamental in moulding 

and shaping the event. Clowning, comedy and carnivalesque performance and media 

forms will be mixed with real footage, photography and documentation of actual events. 

These multiple styles and forms demonstrate the versatility of performance-based 

techniques to magnify contextual contradictions whilst treating audience members as 

active participants in realising an alternative vision. The exhibition is concerned with 

merging the divisions within societyôs structures by engaging a mixed audience of social 

care professionals, policy writers, teachers, parents, young people, members of the public 

ï to create contexts for ótwo-way communicationô and to counter media frenzied ómoral 

panicsô by exposing the hidden realities of ótotal institutionsô.  

 

At the heart of the exhibition are areas within which looked after young people, excluded 

groups, estates can recreate their worlds and demonstrate what life is really like for them. 

I am interested in bringing to light the hidden worlds of the STCs through reconstructions 

of these spaces and the projection of the counter narratives of the young people and staff 
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trapped within them.
506

 The exhibition is committed to reconnecting adults with 

childhood, creativity and the realities of those demonised by contemporary British 

society. This design represents the use of art as a counter-sphere to make visible and 

strange the dominant assumptions that control society by engaging participants in 

liberatory experiences and moments of awe.  

 

integrative critical language are fundamental to creating shared critical public spaces that 

engage, translate and transform the countryôs most vexing social problems.
507

 

 

Where Have We Arrived? 

 

The riots of August 2011 were significant in epitomising where we have arrived in terms 

of young people acting out against the oppressions they experience. Many of the accounts 

captured from of these young people echoed their collective hatred of the police whilst 

the act of looting reflected a capitalist culture of óhavesô and óhave-notsô. The riots 

represented a óviolent cycle of revolution and counter-revolutionô and hooksô ideas that 

óin all cultural revolutions there are periods of chaos and confusionô.
508

  There was a deep 

significance in the large numbers of young people striking out at the police who have 

been placed at the front-line of youth intervention for the past 12 years. Kershawôs 

critiques of the youth riots in 1981 also help to pinpoint the concurrent trends in these 

ópublic spectaclesô 30 years on.
509

  

 

My proposals as to how to develop this work in light of my extensive and expansive 

research reflect the use of drama, theatre, collective, creative encounters and the opening 

up of these closed institutions to more public, multi-disciplinary audience. It has also 

been particularly important for me to formulate these findings through an event proposal, 

to return to and re-engage with the TfD model and the idea of an óin-context eventô.  
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This research calls for a development of practice within welfare settings and the creation 

of spaces to continue to marry the worlds of applied arts practice and social care work. 

For this to happen there needs to be ongoing research into the potential for both 

disciplines to work together. Child welfare arenas are complex and the possibilities for 

applied arts work within them is wide-ranging. Negotiation and trust are imperative to 

enabling these opportunities to open-up. We therefore need to ógo gentlyô and ótake them 

with usô in understanding that these approaches can aid a more reflexive, fluid, critical 

practice and bring improvements to a system that is currently buckling under the pressure 

of unachievable and inhumane demands.  

 

This work has looked at the potential for this practice to bring about change on an 

individual, collective, organisational and cultural-societal level. The macro potential 

exists in how arts based practice, as an approach and as a lens, can continue to be used to 

challenge globalising trends by working in person-specific ways. What has motivated me 

most are those I have met and worked with along the way. The criminal waste of social 

care workers burnt out and exhausted by trying to work in ethical ways whilst being 

crushed by corrupt capitalist global models was horrifying. There is so much talent 

wasted. Most life-changing were the world views of young people, so honest and simple 

in their hopes to have somewhere to play or able to speak up about what is really going 

on for them. 

 

to have our descriptions of ourselves validated, to have access to the domain within 

which we can control and define those images which are held up as reflections of our 

realities.
510
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Appendix 1.a 

Reflexive Sketches and Sculptures 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


