ACTING FOR AUSTERITY 2

6th – 13th August 2013

A youth exchange funded by the Youth in Action programme

Hosted by Crooked House in Newbridge, County Kildare. Our partners were Osmosis Centre for Art and Intercultural Dialogue in Athens.

Crooked House (Ireland) and Osmosis (Greece) worked with 18 Irish and 18 Greek young people aged between 17 and 25 over an 8 day period. The participants are involved in acting: some are studying drama at third level; others are active members of youth theatre; more are active members of college drama societies; and some are active members of amateur drama groups. None of them is a professional actor. Some are unemployed. 

This project built upon a previous exchange which worked with other young people from both organizations. The previous exchange, in August 2012 in Greece, was called Acting for Austerity (1). It explored how young people could use their acting skills in applied theatre to make work for themselves in the area of activism, particularly in social and political contexts. That project proved to be very successful, and the participants spoke so highly of it that we were both requested by other young people to help them develop a second one. This time, it was held on Ireland. And so, this is Acting for Austerity II with a new, and larger group.

The new project explored how young people can use their acting skills to work as drama facilitators, with groups of people for developmental, educational and political purposes. It focused particularly on working with teenagers. It aimed to help them find work in times of austerity, especially when there is little opportunity for mainstream employment.

We used participants' experiences of unemployment and living under austerity as themes in the activity. Each country is dealing with the financial crisis in a different way, so the young people developed an understanding of each other's culture when they shared their experiences. 

During the project, (which began daily at 11am and concluded at 8pm) participants researched information about theatre-in-education; they took part in workshops given on Political Theatre, Viewpoints, Movement, Playback, Theatre of the Oppressed, Mask work, and Devising Children’s Drama.

At the end of the project the participants were able:
* to co-facilitate a drama session 

* to understand group dynamics in drama work

* to apply their acting skills to help direct small projects with groups

* to plan projects that they can develop in the future

They were motivated to find ways in which they can turn their learning into employment opportunities; and they appreciated the common situation facing Greek and Irish young people in times of austerity.

The project used a mixture of task-based activity, interactive workshop, drama exercise, discussion, sub-group work, research, and presentation to create the learning. 

It happened in Ireland, in Newbridge. We used Crooked House's workshops space, the local library, the local arts centre, and local schools for workshops. 

More Information
Peter Hussey (Crooked House), Christina Zoniou (Osmosis) and a core group of the Irish and Greek young people planned this project by Facebook and email since December 2012. 

The young people’s rationale for doing the project was expressed by one of the young people as follows: "Many of us now find ourselves unemployed. Some of us are finishing college are realizing that there is no work for us in our specialised subject area. Those who are in second-level education (or in Community Training Workshops) find the prospect of choosing a career or third level course a hard one. We would like to develop employment opportunities using the skills we have acquired in theatre."

Based on our previous project, we found that the young people who took part last year have become active at local level, and have found creative ways to use their acting skills in the community.
In particular, the group – during the exchange – explored how to:
- set up theatre-in-education projects for primary and secondary schools

- facilitate groups in youth projects

- run awareness-raising drama projects with shy and fearful people
- run children's and young people's projects at local and community level

- use political theatre with groups, and in particular how to use Theatre of the Oppressed methods.
The young people were supported by Crooked House and by Osmosis in developing employment projects that use their acting skills. For example, last year's group now have a small company called PREPOSTEROUS and this year’s group are in an ensemble called GENERATOR. They are making short films for clients such as, most recently, the government's anti-cyberbullying campaign. Some are also individually working with local drama groups (two hours per week) and in youth projects around the county. Crooked House is supporting them, though provision of office space, mentorship and facilities. We plan to do the same for this next group.

The project met YIA priorities by stimulating and supporting youth entrepreneurial skills. It allowed the young people to see their drama skills as something valuable they can use to create employment opportunities (like those listed above). The skills in drama encourage 'thinking outside the box' and problem solving, two core entrepreneurial abilities. The project used the young people's creativity as a tool to enhance their employability. It was about helping them take action themselves to find employment.

The project generated critical reflection, problem solving situations, and balanced assessment of prevailing ideologies. It also encouraged cooperation and understanding between the two partner countries in terms of young people facing very similar economic realities. 

The project also encourages cooperation and understanding between Greece and Ireland in terms of young people facing very similar financial realities. 

It also met YIA priorities by stimulating young people to engage with their communities as active citizens. It strengthened their understanding of the European culture, and awoke a curiosity about Europe (based on the idea that not every country has the same political, social and cultural value system). It also asked them to engage critically with their communities, so that they saw what opportunities are there for them to use their skills to enhance life in their areas.

By using theatre and creative methods of group-work, we were placing importance on the arts as tools in assisting human growth and development. We focused on the Irish national priorities of Creativity and Innovation, Year of the Citizens (to a lesser extent than the other two), and of Youth Unemployment.

The project used a mixture of task-based activity, interactive workshop, drama exercise, discussion, sub-group work, research, and presentation to generate the learning.

Peter Hussey adds: "There is mounting pressure on young people to move away from creative and artistic pursuits (and careers) and to move towards ones which seem better placed to 'get them employment' in this time of economic crisis. This is based on the assumption that creativity is not a valuable tool in generating employment. We hope that by critically reflecting on the messages they received about themselves and their life-choices, from sources such as the media, our young people will be able to see this negative message as a fallacy. We hope that they will understand the value of theatre in developing a range of skills which enhance an individual's employability (such skills, for example, as problem-solving, commitment, completion, deferred gratification, etc). This emphasis on critical reflection should stimulate their entrepreneurial abilities, and help them realize that there are opportunities for them in today's climate of austerity and cutbacks."

Theme

The main theme of the project was to stimulate creative thinking in our participants so that they could develop methods of working in the educational theatre sector, in their own communities, and in other 'applied theatre' contexts.. They have all got experience as actors and of being involved in informal youth theatre groups. They've all performed on stage and have learned a lot about theatre. Each is also actively looking for work (or soon will be) in an economic climate that is hugely depressed. We wanted to help them use what they already know in creative and innovative ways. 

Mostly, our project was about inspiring confidence in the young people and helping them realize that they can actually do all of this themselves with a little help from us. Our project therefore used methods to bond them as a group, to develop their confidence as performers and facilitators, and to stimulate their innovation. We showed them some of the methods we use ourselves, and asked them to be critical participants in the drama workshops, short devised pieces, and creative presentations which we created during the exchange.

The Working Methods / Participants' Non-formal Learning.

The actual methods of engagement with the participants were through:
□ demonstrations

□ praxis (activity followed by reflection and discussion, leading to action)

□ discussion

□ presentation

□ collaborative creation

□ rehearsal

□ trial-and-error and experimentation

□ activities and exercises that can be used as metaphors for understanding wider social issues

□ research

□ individual reflection based on guiding questions

□ small-group reflection based on problem-posing questions.

