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ABSTRACT

This narrative study employs the pedagogy of popular theatre to engage in a
long-term participatory action research project with a small group of Edmonton's
former street youth. The researcher spent over seven years facilitating popular
theatre programs in Edmonton's inner city. Through the use of popular theatre, the
youth in this study were able to understand and take self-empowering steps to
transform lives characterized by a lack of formal education, homelessness,
substance abuse, physical violence, and a strong undercurrent of structural violence.

Many inner city, Metis, and First Nations youth face a reality unknown to
the average child. Through the use of popular theatre, the youth in this study were
able to identify issues that blocked their development. But awareness was not
enough. The youth also struggled to identify and use the tools that they needed for
their development. Through this six year process, some of the youth have moved
from living life on Edmonton's inner city streets to taking part in a weekly popular
theatre program and then, at their request, creating a series of plays that explored
the issues and realities of their lives.

The plays focused on problems such as substance abuse, family violence,
and racism. After coming to terms with many critical issues that dominated their
lives, through the use of the popular theatre process, most of the youth began to
take responsibility for and give direction to their lives. Over the length of this
project, adaptive behaviours such as substance abuse, violence, and other values of
a street culture were shaved away. Through the popular theatre process, the youth

entered into a world based on the values of trust, respect, cooperation, and non-



violence. After the first play was created, the participants in this study wanted to
perform their plays for, and enter into disqussion with, the greater community. This
study was grounded in hope. It has illuminated the strength, courage, and resiliency
of a small group of young people and showed that the youth lived in a world
dominated by structural violence and the forces of reproduction. The study has also
shown that these forces, while all-pervasive and powerful can be overcome.

Many of the youth continue the struggle on a daily basis. It is that struggle,
their new-found confidence, and a degree of conscientization that prompted several
of the participants to return to school. After an unsuccessful attempt in the
traditional school setting the youth requested that this project be expanded to
include a high school as part of its' programming. This development shifted the
project into another phase, that of providixfg the participants and a growing number
of inner city youth with a high school education.

The youth in this study have used popular theatre to engage in critical
social analysis of their reality and identify their own developmental needs. Through
the collective long-term nature of the project the youth developed a sense of
ownership which empowered them to create a supportive community among
themselves. The ongoing relationships created in this project, and the growing
degree of conscientization realized by some of the youth underscores the value of
and need for long-term popular theatre projects and education programs that are

sensitive to their needs.
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CHAPTER |
INTRODUCTION

I came to this project with a sense of solidarity. Having spent my youth on the
streets of inner city Toronto, I felt a close connection to the young people in Edmonton’s
inner city. The location and events of this project are particular to their time and space; but
their tones, textures, and psychological pressures resonate with the memories of my youth.

The tones and textures of poverty create, for many people, a psychology that is
characterized by poor self-esteem, lack of confidence, and feelings of powerlessness.
Marilyn and Lome, two of the young people involved in this project, put it this way.
Marilyn said, "I never thought I could do anything right. I thought I was a failure at
everything and could do nothing at all" (Goldblat & Howarth, 1990:22). Lome, at a recent
workshop, commented, "I used to walk around with my head hung low, thinking I was no
good” (personal communication, August 18, 1994). Marilyn's and Lome's comments ring
true with memories from my youth. They illustrate the sense of powerlessness that often
accompanies poverty and marginalization.

Poverty and marginalization are more than words or concepts for many inner city
youth. They form part of a lived reality, the depths of which resist academic
understanding. How these issues impact the lives and shape the actions of many inner city
youth will be revealed in the course of this study. This research project is a long-term
popular theatre-based exploration of the social, economic, and political issues facing many
inner city youth as they struggle to come to terms with an often hostile environment. My
description and interpretation of these issues and the young people’s response to them will
form the content of the study. The data that informs it will be drawn, over an extended
period of time, from the day-to-day experiences of several inner city youth.

Personal Relationship To The Project

The development of this project and my relationship to it are influenced by
my experiences as a youth and underpinned by a sense of solidarity with inner city
youth. I spent many youthful years on the streets of inner city Toronto. Street
gangs, violence, petty crimes, lack of a formal education, and drug and alcohol

abuse were part of my experiences during those years and are characteristic of



youth involved in street culture. As I sort through the editing process that
memories grow out of, I can identify a definite period of resistance to the norms
and values of the dominant culture, a culture that seemed out of my reach.

At about age 13, the contradictions between the social standing and material
possessions of my family and other more affluent families became more apparent
to me. This gap was reinforced through the media and the growing role of
television. My father had an old car; other fathers had new cars. To solve that
contradiction, I stole newer cars. That gave me status among my friends and the
knowledge that I could get a new car when and if I wanted one.

Being tough was important. If you were tough you had power. This sense of
power can mask feelings of inadequacy and low self-esteem. Gaining power in this
way invites contact with the law. The more you strive for a false sense of power,
the more powerless you become. The law strikes back with brutality, harassment,
and jail. Thus begins the cycle of resistance, jail, and life on the margins of
society.

The experiences of these early years influenced my work with Edmonton's
inner city youth. My familiarity with many of the personal and social issues of the
inner city environment became obvious to some of the young people as our work
progressed. This I felt deepened our solidarity which in turn allowed me to be
accepted as a community member in addition to my role as group facilitator.

Education, I knew, could break the destructive cycle of resistance, jail, and
life on the margins of society. I left school at age 15 with a Grade 8 education.
Despite my lack of a formal education, I harboured a secret desire to attend
university. Several dead- end jobs, unemployment, and some flirtations with
various enterprises (legal and illegal) did not kill my long-held desire to attend
university.

Years later in Edmonton, my association with inner city youth took on a
more constructive character. In 1981 I became a volunteer youth worker in
Edmonton's inner city. In 1983, after some upgrading, I was able to register in
university as a late 30s mature student. As I approached graduation with a B.Ed,



my desire to teach in an inner city school collided with the harsh realities of the
inner city environment. One incident from that period sticks out as being
particularly significant. The setting is an Edmonton inner city elementary school.
Conversation in an inner City Classroom

As a student teacher and in my first practicum, I was looking forward to time in the
school. My role in this practicum was to observe, to experience life in the classroom.
The teacher of this Grade 5 class managed the arithmetic lesson in what I thought was
an unusual but at the same time familiar way. She sat at her desk and when students
had a question, they were directed to bring their work up to her. This routine was
broken by the teacher’s disciplinary commentssshouted at students. One group of three
students were not on task during most of the period. The teacher asked the students to
stay in for recess and assigned me to guard duty. I knew the three students Jrom my
volunteer work in the community. As we sat out recess, a conversation developed. The
students discussed their home life. One of the students said, "My sister got stabbed.
This guy, he ran right into our house and in my sister's room. He stabbed her. She
came running out. There was blood all over.” A fier some sympathetic nods, another
student added, "My uncle, he sits in the basement with his Jriends. They put wine into
needles and stick it in their am. They get drunk Jaster that way. When there's no wine,
they scrape the powder off the basement walls and mix it with water."

How, I wondered, could these students stay on task, dutifully completing
their arithmetic lessons, with experiences such as these fresh in their minds? What
was the use of having a teacher in the classroom who might as well have been
living on a different planet than the students she was teaching? The problems of
many inner city youth were not, and in my opinion never would be, addressed in
this way. There had to be another way. I continued with my studies and community
work while these thoughts simmered in my mind. I registered in a summer drama
course at the University of Alberta. The course, I hoped, would cure my shyness.
Some progress was made in that direction, but more importantly I recognized the
potential of drama for personal and social change. I was inspired in that drama
class to begin a project in the inner city. I hoped that the use of drama with inner

city youth would build self-esteem and provide an outlet for the creative expression



of difficult personal and social issues.
Statement of the Probiem

At this point I decided that my focus was best placed on community work
and the rigours of a graduate program rather than on an institutionally based
teaching career. Many of the problems faced by Edmonton's inner city youth were
familiar to me. However, the presence of so many aboriginal people in desperate
social circumstances was not. In my youth, there were not the high numbers of
aboriginal people involved with Toronto street life as there are in Edmonton.

Edmonton's central Alberta location makes it one of the largest urban
centres in the north. There are several First Nation reserves in the immediate area,
and Edmonton is a popular destination for aboriginal people, drawn from the
reserves to the urban centre. Consequently, there are large numbers of aboriginal
youth on the streets of Edmonton's inner city. The nature of street culture invites
contact with the police. For example, native people (young and old) account for 5
per cent of Alberta's population (York, 1990), yet in 1989 native youth accounted
for 34.9 per cent of the young offenders (12-17) admitted to Alberta young
offender facilities (Cawsey, 1991). Thirty-seven per cent of all native youth end
their academic careers in junior high school. This compares with 17 per cent for
the non-native population (Hagey, Larocque, & McBride, 1989). The Cawsey Task
Force found that Aboriginal youth are faced with an uphill battle from the start.
This includes a lack of educational opportunities, a lack of employment
opportunities, poor living conditions, problems of substance abuse, and historically
based problems of cultural identity (Cawsey, 1991). At this time (1986), I was
unaware of the depths of this reality.

Problems of substance abuse are often associated with the lack of a formal
education. The general response to this issue is to provide the abuser with some
form of treatment. These problems are often combined with chronic unemployment
which, in turn, leads to dependency on the social welfare net. The problem of
school dropouts is, according to the media, reaching epidemic proportions. The
traditional response to this difficult problem is to provide students identified as



being at risk of dropping out of school with tutoring and other forms of remedial
help. Youth crime grows out of this cycle and is traditionally addressed by housing
young offenders in detention centers. The result is an unacceptable loss of human
potential, the costs of which are borne by all members of the community.

These responses are inadequate. They treat symptoms rather than explore
root causes. This study is based on alternative responses to these difficult social
problems. In this project, inner city youth use popular theatre as a form of
participatory research in their struggle to transcend the culture of street life. The
youth, normally silenced by destructive social conditions, use popular theatre to
explore the underlying causes of the events that define their world. In this context,
the research becomes participatory and empowering (Lambert, 1982; Lather, 1986).
The research is committed to creating an environment whereby inner city youth
become empowered to liberate themselves from a culture that is characterized by
poverty, violence, and various forms of abuse. This is a long-term process that can
lead to action and change (Burgi Atongi, 1992). These are issues that are important
to teachers, administrators, teacher educators, youth workers, social workers, and
anyone interested in a just and humane approach to a difficult social issue. Through
the work of the Inner City Drama Association, I have been able to maintain the
long-term commitment that this project has required.
inner City Drama

In 1986 I initiated and co-developed the Inner City Drama Association
(ICDA). My intent was to use the power of drama to address developmental issues
facing inner city youth. To this end, ICDA began offering drama programs to inner
city children in 1986. In 1987 a children's program was offered in a second
location. The power and potential of drama as a developmental tool in the
children's programs was acknowledged by community members and representatives
of community agencies such as Edmonton's McCauley Boys' and Girls' Club and

Alex Taylor Community School.
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The next step in the evolution of this project was to develop programs for
older youth. In 1988, popular theatre-based drama programs were developed with
youth 13 years and older. As these programs developed, the potential of drama and
more specifically of popular theatre to provide inner city youth with tools to
explore aspects of their social reality, as well as the implications and consequences
of their actions, was recognized by community agencies such as the Alberta
Alcohol and Drug Abuse Commission (AADAC) and the Edmonton Young
Offenders Centre (EYOC).

AADAC's recognition involved substantial financial support over a 3 year
period and the funding of an independent study entitled The How and Why of the
Inner City Drama A ssociation (1990, Goldblatt & Horwarth). AADAC's report
included interviews with some of the young people in ICDA groups and with group
facilitators, an outline of the philosophy and methodology that underpinned the
programs, and comments on the perceived value of ICDA) popular theatre
performances by group members. In 1989 the Downtown Group wanted to explore
their social reality in more depth and take the resulting plays to the greater
community. As I began to work more closely with this group, I discovered that
many of them did not have a permanent place to live.

In 1990, ICDA rented a large house in Edmonton's city core. The house
provided office space for ICDA and a safe place for homeless youth to stay on a
part-time or permanent basis In 1991, older youth began learning to become
facilitators in programs with younger children. With a degree of stability in their
lives, some of the youth chose to retun to school. To facilitate this process ICDA
established a tutoring program in the house/office. Two months later, the youth
began to drop out of school again. They asked if they could study full time with
ICDA.

In 1993, a provincially accredited independent high school was incorporated

into the project. In 1994, Inner City Drama Association’s name was changed to the



Inner City Youth Development Association (Inner City). The original name no
longer reflected the nature of Inner City's programming. The focus of Inner City's
work is now with youth between the ages of 15 and 22. It is youth from this age
group--largely of Aboriginal or Métis descent--that will provide most of the data
for this study. Throughout this dissertation, I will use the terms A boriginal youth
and Native youth to identify Canada's First Nation and Métis people.

The humanity and reality of many inner city youth, both native and non-
native, is often hidden under labels such as street kids, youth at risk, or school drop
outs. This research looks beyond the labels and stereotypes, allowing the young
people’s humanity to shine through.

Research Methodology
Popular theatre theory and practice form the core of Inner City programming.
Through the use of popular theatre, the youth participate in their own research.
They are not objects of curiosity to be studied by the researcher. They become
masters of inquiry into the underlying causes of events in their world (Freire,1987;
Hall, 1993). This project, like many participatory research projects, involves the
youth in the collective search for responses to difficult social problems
(Castellano, 1986; Mtonga, 1986; Park, 1993). The search takes place through
popular theatre programs and exercises. Popular theatre methodology has much in
common with participatory research. It is a form of theatre in which the community
or popular theatre group is directly involved in identifying and acting out situations
from their lives (Burgi Atongi, 1992; Kidd,1979). Participatory research provides a
way for groups who are often oppressed or marginalized to become researchers and
active participants in the search for responses to issues that they themselves have
identified as being important (Castellano, 1986; Gavanta, 1993; Hall, 1993).

In the weekly meetings of Inner City Drama groups, situations and events
from the young people's lives are put into scenes and analyzed. The analysis is

done by the youth and is based on their personal insights, not on the forced



analysis of an outside facilitator. This form of popular theatre is "produced by and
for the people without spectators” (Lambert, 1982, p- 243). The Inner City process
takes another step when the youth decide that they would like to make other
community members aware of the issues that they are dealing with and involve
other community members in the search for solutions. This takes place through
popular theatre performances with Inner City's performing group. A narrative
interpretation of these events and the young people's response to them will form the
content of this project.

Members of the group are responsible for most of the data that informs this
project. The group performs at various community venues such as the Edmonton
Young Offenders Centre, Nechi/Poundmaker Institute, youth conferences,
Aboriginal conferences, and at the University of Alberta, Faculty of Education.
Each performance is followed by a discussion period in which the audience and
actors discuss issues that are raised in the play. When the audience and actors share
aspects of the reality that is portrayed on the stage the open-ended discussion of the
play and the issues that it raises become part of the learning process (Epskamp,
1989; Selman, 1987).

The research process is interpretive in the sense that it reveals aspects of the
participants’ views of reality. This is a narrative project that uses the text to display
rather than analyze the data (Lather, 1992). In this study the knowledge of the
researcher is not seen as being superior in the sense that the researcher knows best
and can stand in judgement of the participants. Nor does this researcher hold that
knowledge or observation can be value free (Freire, 1993; Kuhn, 1962; Lather,
1992; Saltz, 1992 ). Indeed, the narrative is written with the knowledge that our
personal reality filters what we see. Our view of the world is created from the
particular set of experiences that have been part of our development. These
experiences profoundly affect the way in which we see the world (Brydon-Miller;
Park, Hall, & Jackson, 1993). There is no single method for determining "the truth"



of a situation. To develop an understanding of a particular situation or condition

requires that one have an intimate knowledge of the processes involved (Patton,
1990). This understanding requires that one engage oneself with the reality of the

situation in its particular context. In this way, over an extended period of time, one

is able to view the situation with some clarity and mediate the possibility of biased
interpretations (Salz, 1992).
This research project is underpinned by principles that are characteristic of a

qualitative approach to research.

Research Principles

1.

9.

10.

The project is a long-term inquiry into real life situations as they
unfold.

The researcher is immersed in the details and specifics of the data.
The inquiry is holistic.

The phenomenon under study is understood as a complex system
that is more than the sum of its parts.

The researcher is identified with the people, situation, and
phenomenon under study.

To understand a phenomenon requires an awareness of its history
and an understanding of its complexity.

The research is characterized by design flexibility.

The researcher is able to adapt inquiry to suit changing conditions
and deeper understandings (nos. 1-8 adapted from Salz,1992, pp.111-
112).

The participants decide on the problem to be investigated.

The researcher lives in the community and participates in its affairs.

The development of this project has followed cycles of inquiry that have

changed, evolved, and deepened to suit directions indicated by the participants. The
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cycles of research and development that have characterized the project have been
very much a leam-as-you go enterprise. Such a pattern of development is
characteristic of a participatory action research approach to social and educational
problems.

Some Inner City popular theatre performances have been video taped and
serve to document the content of the plays. Silent Cries, a play about substance
abuse and family violence has been transcribed from the video tape and is included
in the appendix.

The data that informs the study will be presented in narrative form and
drawn from multiple sources such as popular theatre programs and community
performances, open-ended interviews, personal journal entries, and my long-term
involvement with youth in Edmonton's inner city community. Inner City Drama
began programming in 1986.

The Downtown Group, the group responsible for most of the data in this
project, did not begin meeting until 1988. Since that time, there has been
considerable change in group membership. The group does, however, have some
long-term members. One member has been involved for 6 years, one for 5, three
for over 3, and others from 3 years to 2 months. The number of young people in
the group varies from 8-12. Approximately 80 per cent are First Nation or Métis
youth.

Group meetings during the first 2 years took place between September and
June. In 1990, the group chose to continue meeting throughout the summer months.
This schedule has continued up to the present time. Meetings are usually held once
a week and shift to twice a week when performances are scheduled. Since 1988, 1
would estimate the number of meetings at 300. Since 1989, the group have taken
their issues to the greater community in the form of popular theatre performances
that, following each performance, engage the audience and actors in conversation

about the issues raised in the plays. These performances and conversations have



11

explored issues such as drug and alcohol abuse, prostitution, suicide, family
violence, aids, racism and other social issues. Through their popular theatre
performances, the Downtown Group has reached out to other community groups
throughout Alberta in venues that include the following:

McCauley Boys' and Girls' Club (1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1992, 1993)
Mustard Seed Church (1990)

Boyle Street Community League (1994)

Chinook Theatre (1989,1990,1991)

The Edmonton Young Offenders Centre (1991,1992,1993,1994, 1995)
Nechi/Poundmaker Institute (1991,1992,1993,1994)

Ben Calf Robe Junior High School (1991)

St. Joseph's High School (1991)

The University of Alberta, Faculty of Education (1991,1992,1993)

The Global Visions Conference (1992,1993)

The Yellowhead Tribal Council "Partners in Education” Conference (1990)
The Yellowhead Tribal Council Aboriginal Youth Conference
(1991,1992,1993,)

The First National Healing Our Youth Conference (1991)

Our Elders Speak Conference (1991)

Dreamcatcher Aboriginal Youth Conference (1993)

Department of Health and Welfare Substance Abuse Conference (1993)
Edmonton's Fringe Festival (1991,1992,1994)

Youth in Training (Peer Support) Conferences (1991-1994)

High Prairie Native Friendship Center (1990)

Rocky Mountain House Native Friendship Center (1994)

St. Paul Boys' and Girls' Club (1991,1992)

St. Paul Community Schools (1991,1992)

Lac La Biche Community High School (1992)

St. Paul Adolescent Treatment Center (1992,1994)

Bonnyville Native Rehabilitation Center (1992,1994)

Sicksicaw Nation (Addictions Awareness Week, 1992)
Wabasca/Desmarais Community (1992)

North American Alliance For Popular And Adult Education First General
Assembly (Rocky Mountain House, Alberta, 1994)

Little Buffalo Community (1994)

National Youth Conference, Kananaskis (1994)

Dreamcatcher Aboriginal Youth Conference (1994)

Edmonton City Hall (Poverty Awareness Day, 1995)

Ben Calf Robe School (Aboriginal Justice Committee, 1995)
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This list includes most of the major performances but it is not exhaustive. To date,
Inner City popular theatre performances have reached over 6000 people. Each
performance is followed by a discussion period in which some of these 6000 were
engaged in conversation about the issues raised in the play.

inteqrity of the Data

Performances are usually held for the group's own community. Community,
in this sense, is understood in terms of experience rather than geography. The
community is a community of common experience. Most groups that Inner City
performs for are intimately familiar with the issues in the play. The discussion
period then becomes a testimony to the integrity of the data. This pattern of
multiple sources ensures triangulation and is critical in establishing the integrity of
the data. This need for integrity is recognized by Lather (1986), who extends the
necessity for rigour in the research process to include "construct validity” which
she identifies as being the "confrontation with the experiences of people in their
daily lives,” with "face validity" which describes the process of reviewing analysis
with a sub-sample of respondents, and with "catalytic validity” which describes a
research process that empowers participants to transform their social reality (Lather,
1986, p. 67). Construct validity will be maintained through my long-term
association with youth in the inner city community and my residence in the Inner
City House, known by the youth as the drama house. The house is located in
Edmonton's downtown core and is an integral part of the Inner City project. The
house was established by the organization to provide accommodation for youth in
need and much-needed office space for the project's administration.

This development allowed me to deepen my understanding of the realities
of day-to-day life as experienced by the youth. I was in the office nearly every day.
The days were not limited to eight hours. Fourteen and sixteen hour days were not
uncommon. I also slept in the house three nights a week. My role became that of a

house facilitator rather than a house supervisor. The house operates on a
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cooperative basis and decisions are made by consensus. All house issues are
addressed at regular house meetings. This "live in" period lasted approximately 2
1/2 half years.

To ensure face validity, a committee of youth participating in this project
was formed to review all data relevant to their experience. Catalytic validity will be
determined through the development of this research project.

In the Inner City project, participatory action research describes a process
in which groups of people work together with the intention of gaining some
understanding of and insight into their social reality, learning from their own
experience and making that knowledge accessible to others. The reflective nature of
this practice has led to insights, breakthroughs, frustrations, and disappointments.
Rationale For The Study

The inner city areas of most North American cities are rife with poverty,
unemployment, crime, prostitution, substance abuse, and violence. Children
growing up in such an environment become street wise at an early age. The
process of becoming street wise and the pressures of the environment encourage
one to adopt attitudes and behaviours that are not conducive to personal growth or
academic success. The lads in Willis' (1977) study of working class youth
experience a similar phenomenon. The social structure is reproduced as much
through the lads’ resistance to the dominant ideology as through its hegemony
( Apple, 1982; Walker 1988; Willis, 1977). However, there is more to this
situation than mere economic determinism.

The very attitudes and behaviours that are necessary for life on the street
conflict with the norms and values of the dominant culture as reflected in the
school. These "street" attitudes and behaviours are often interpreted by authorities
such as teachers, social workers, administrators, police, and members of the
Judiciary as forms of resistance. The resistance is punished and the resister enters
into a destructive cycle of resistance and punishment that ensures the resister a
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place in the lower strata of the social order. The end result is a devastating loss of
human potential.

Students from working class or poor families are often tracked into school
programs that limit their potential and virtually ensure them a place on the lower
rungs of the social order (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Curtis, Livingston, & Smaller,
1992). This phenomenon results in youth being stigmatized and marginalized by
the dominant social order, which in turn leads to student resistance in the form of
destructive behaviours, drug and alcohol abuse, violence, and the eventual
"dropping out" of school. The end result is reinforced through structural violence,
results in wasted human potential, and creates enormous costs which must be borne
by all members of society. Structural violence is embedded in many of our social,
economic, and cultural practices. It is legitimized through the domination of one
group's ideology over another's (Kohler and Alcock, 1976:343; Galtung, 1990; Toh
& Floresca-Cawagas, 1991).

Summary

It is my solidarity with inner city youth, my sorrow and outrage over this
loss of human potential, and the unjust social conditions faced by many children
from working class and poor families that brings me to this study. Many youth are
caught in a generational web of poverty and dysfunction that is not of their own
making but is reinforced by their own actions. The relationship between the actions
of the youth and the problem of structural violence is complex and not at all clear.
It will, however, be subject to illumination through the course of this project.

In the next chapter I will weave a theoretical framework that is multi-
dimensional and multi-faceted. I will explore important theoretical positions that
lay bare the nature of structural violence on a global scale. After a brief overview
of the reality of structural violence in countries of the South, the chapter will focus
on conditions in the industrialized North.






