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Voices for Change:  Evaluation of a programme of creative work with young people addressing issues of racism and extremism in Plymouth.

Summary report written by Prof Tim Prentki

1.
Executive Summary
  It is already evident that Voices for Change is a ground-breaking project in the use of the arts to address issues of social conflict. The theatre process exploits the potential of relationship building as a means of conflict transformation while the strategy of working simultaneously with two groups is an effective means of addressing the potentially conflicting agendas of process and product.
The bringing together of youth services with youth theatre has released a dynamic, creative synergy with the potential to impact significantly on young people’s experience of diversity in Plymouth.

The project is only in its infancy and if it is to be built upon to maximise potential, it must now be transformed into an on-going, five-year funded programme which reaches beyond the environment of schools to improve the quality of life throughout the city. The highly visible city-centre event of the carnival produced in collaboration with the ARROW Global Congress should not be regarded as a one-off special event but as the spring-board from which to launch the next, more expansive phase of the Voices for Change programme.
2.
Context
Voices for Change is a group of young people formed by the merging of two previous groups:  Collective Voices at the Barbican Theatre and the ARROW (Art: a Resource for Reconciliation Over the World) youth group at UCP Marjon.  A proposal for a programme of creative work leading up to the ARROW Global Congress in 2010 was initiated and commissioned by ARROW with funding support from Plymouth Youth Services and the Department for Children, Schools and Families.  ARROW contracted the Barbican Theatre in Plymouth to run the project over ten months from September 2009 to July 2010 in partnership with the Plymouth and District Racial Equality Council.

The project involved 25 young people who participated regularly in the work as well as 180 who were reached through the interventions in local schools and 60 who were recruited in schools to be ‘diversity champions’, charged with the continuance of activities beyond the period of the funded project.  The latter initiative was led by the Senior Education Adviser Equality and Inclusion for Plymouth City Council, again working in close co-operation with ARROW, the Barbican and the REC.
I never knew I was black when I was young. I never knew I was even a colour, until I came to Plymouth. That’s when I suddenly knew I was black. I never knew what the N-word meant. When I came to Plymouth that’s when I started finding out the racist names. [Member, Voices for Change]

3.
Original Aims & Objectives
3.1
Overarching Aim

The Voices for Change programme seeks to enhance understanding and awareness of diversity in Plymouth’s future development by providing a safe space where young people from new communities can share experiences, and by addressing issues around conflict arising from fear and prejudice emanating from change in the wider community.

3.2
Original Objectives
3.2.1
to respond to the Government’s Prevent Strategy: discouraging the recruitment of young people into terrorist and violent extremist activities;
3.2.2
to provide training for young people in peer-led diversity initiatives;

3.2.3
to enhance young people’s understanding of discourses around diversity;

3.2.4
to address the fears and needs of target groups and individuals arising from the perception of diversity and social change as a threat to their identities.

3.3
Proposed Methods

3.3.1
to collate existing research and information on diversity and extremism in Plymouth;

3.3.2
to create a group of skilled support workers to develop a programme that engages young people as peer educators;

3.3.3
to establish two groups of young people:


[i] Group A to consist of young people from new communities, together with others from the existing Voices for Change youth group to engage in a programme of peer-led workshops aimed at creating spaces where the group can use theatre processes to explore controversial issues and challenge extremist narratives.


[ii] Group B to be recruited from young people with the confidence and experience to deliver performances and workshops in schools and housing estates containing a majority ‘white’ population deemed susceptible to extremist and racist propaganda.

3.4
Intended Outcomes
3.4.1
to enhance the confidence of young people from new communities in Plymouth to interact with peers through the provision of ‘safe’ social and artistic space and through the creation of a web of supportive relationships;

3.4.2
to change the prevailing attitudes of young people currently susceptible to extremist and racist discourses;

3.4.3
to provide evidence to national and local policy makers of the effectiveness of arts-based interventions in encouraging community cohesion and social inclusion;

3.4.4
to train a group of young arts activists with additional skills in fund-raising and advocacy to lead their communities in programmes related to diversity awareness.
4.
Adapted Aims & Objectives
4.1
The use of the term ‘extremist’, too often associated unthinkingly with Islam, was quickly found to be unhelpful for Plymouth’s diversity agendas. The focus was therefore upon the relationship between racism and diversity rather than extremism.
4.2
Within the time-span of the project it would not have been practical or useful to target interventions beyond school settings.
4.3
Hub groups lead by ‘diversity champions’ have been established in schools to maintain the impetus of the project.
4.4
With reference to 4.3 there is an aim to create a continuing and constant movement for social change in Plymouth.
4.5
As a consequence of the integration of Voices for Change with the ARROW Global Congress and its culminating street carnival, international links will be nurtured to further young people’s work in diversity awareness and conflict transformation across the world. The Voices for Change group played a significant role in preparing for and hosting this major international event.
5.
Group A
5.1
Activities

5.1.1
The Group
The group comprised 25 regular attendees from diverse, low-income backgrounds: 20 identified themselves as ‘black and minority ethnic’; 3 were in the care system; 4 were young carers and 2 came to Plymouth as refugees. The weekly sessions used theatre as a process of self-expression in a space where the participants could relate their experiences of social exclusion, discuss issues, state grievances and develop a collaborative voice through which to challenge racist attitudes. The group was supported by a team of ten facilitators, several of whom were volunteers. During the course of the year the group learned to work together and gained the confidence, motivation and skills to devise and deliver a performance and accompanying workshop for their peers at the ARROW Global Congress. The collaborative, dialogical style of the facilitation of sessions, though at times causing some confusion over aims and roles, was appropriate for a model that was highlighting the importance of diversity and co-operation. The defining feature of the team was its fierce commitment to supporting the young people as they ventured into sensitive and potentially explosive areas of their social experience.

There was no way on earth you could have come to this project and said, ‘all right, we’re gonna do it this way’. It had to be organic, and it had to be a result of what everybody contributed, because it’s specific to Plymouth, and the people that we deal with. [Participant from the Racial Equality Council]

5.1.2
Phase 1
The participants came to Voices for Change through a range of organisations such as youth services, refugee support, the Racial Equality Council and continuing members of the initial group. Therefore this was not a group which had selected itself around an agreed agenda. The facilitators began by soliciting ideas for the work from the individual participants which produced the common aims of cultural sharing and challenging prejudice. Much of the latter concerned itself with racism which naturally became the focus of the workshop sessions. Extremism, as such, did not figure explicitly in the dialogues and, project aims notwithstanding, was not forced upon the group. The young people found common ground and mutual respect by exchanging their stories with those who had not experienced racism able to relate to those who had by making an empathic projection via their own experiences of bullying and social exclusion. Theatre exercises were used to re-present stories, to create a forum for discussion, to develop understanding of their relation to social structures and to articulate desired changes. 
The focus upon challenging racism proved difficult for some of the white members of the group, particularly when their stories contained examples of prejudice towards other races. The tendency to devalue or condemn ran the risk of alienating those individuals. Although one did leave the group after such a conflict, the remainder of the ‘white’ participants experienced a deepening of their understanding of the realities and complexities of racism.
At the beginning when we were coming I think much of the focus was with internal change. We were building ourselves, we were listening to each other’s stories, we were trying to influence each other and get everybody to that high moral standard of we can’t take discrimination and we are going to do something about it. Now there was a point where we made an evolution, where everybody had made that internal change. We started thinking about the external change… [Voices for Change Community Worker]

5.1.3
Phase 2
The initial plan for the group did not include public performance. The focus was to be upon building confidence and developing collaborative skills through games and exercises. With changes in attendance and a determination to accept new members, it took until the turn of the year to build a cohesive group. The original participants then wanted to move from self-expression to communicating a message on racism to a wider audience, rather than carrying on with a repetitive diet of games and exercises. It was decided to present a performance at the ARROW Global Congress around issues of neighbourhood safety in Plymouth. The structure of the performance was that of a journey from ‘grey’ Plymouth to ‘rainbow’ Plymouth: a journey from prejudice and violence to multiculturalism and diversity.
The holding form for the performance was a symbolic story, presented in a sequence of images and interactions around prejudice and segregation showing the beginnings of attitudinal change. To offer a counterpoint to the symbolic story in the lives of the participants an accompanying video was created. This allowed the young people to express themselves more truthfully in a collage of interviews recorded over images which they chose. The tape played throughout the performance and sharpened the focus on challenging racism. The workshop which followed the performance was facilitated by five members of the group who had been trained in relevant, peer-led facilitation skills to enable them to lead the discussion around the issues raised by the performance.

The opportunity to host the Global Congress enabled the group to broaden its understanding of the global dimensions of the issues which it had previously considered only in the context of Plymouth. As part of the Congress network the group worked with a new set of multi-racial, multi-ethnic participants to create the street carnival for Plymouth as well as sharing in the workshops and performances from all over the world. The profundity of the effect of this experience upon them is incalculable but was moving to witness.
It was like a merry-go-round…You had no idea where it was going, especially if you hadn’t done it before. And it was fun. It was positive. You got a lot out of it. You related to others. You were active. It made you think. You became more imaginative. We never knew what the next step was. But that was part of the art of it.  [Member, Voices for Change] 

5.2
Evaluation

The participatory evaluation revealed that the young people were proud of their accomplishment of coming together as a coherent group to mount a public performance. Through the process they had considerably enhanced their life-skills by negotiating difference, learning to listen and to be open with new friends, and to acquire confidence and self-esteem, some of which came from the positive feedback they received for their performance at the Congress. Their main unease concerned the lack of clarity in the aims for the group. This resulted in some conflicts of interest between those who wished and were ready to proceed to the skills and disciplines of performance and those who wished to carry on with the process of group building and deepening understanding around the issues. Although workable compromises were reached, some stories were excluded and an overly negative picture of Plymouth emerged through the performance.
The decision to move to performance blurred the distinction between Group A and Group B according to the original intention. Inevitably once performance is the chosen destination there will be short-cuts in process-based work. Since the chosen performance site comprised other groups of young people with similar views of the world, it was not likely that it would be subjected to a rigorous critique.
5.3
Specific Recommendations

5.3.1
The facilitation team needs to reflect diversity and young leadership in its membership and to share its experiences and motivations with the participants;

5.3.2
Participants need to commit to regular attendance throughout the process;

5.3.3
Participants wish to be linked with Group B to develop their own performances on challenging prejudice in schools;

5.3.4
Participants wish to receive more training in theatre skills, using a broader range of styles incorporating music and dance, and to be exposed to diverse cultures and their artistic forms.
6.
Group B
6.1
Activities

6.1.1
The Group

In order to research and develop an intervention challenging violent extremist and racist narratives among young people in Plymouth schools, it was decided to create a second group with this specific brief. To achieve this aim the project initiators determined that it was necessary to support the Voices for Change youth group with experienced practitioners from different communities in Plymouth who could contribute their skills in performance, education and community social work. This group was formed in November and met weekly, following the Group A sessions. The ensemble consisted of facilitators and young people from Group A, established and emerging theatre practitioners, a diversity police officer, community cohesion workers, a racial equality youth worker, writers, film-makers and individuals with a personal interest from diverse local and international backgrounds. The intervention, From One Extreme to the Other, was devised by the group under the direction of the artistic director of the Barbican Theatre and delivered to secondary schools in Plymouth during the Spring and Summer Terms.
6.1.2
The Process
The process began collaboratively, valuing each person’s skills and experience as equal contributions towards a creative product. The emphasis at this stage was upon dialogue and the exploration of ideas, in particular experiences and definitions of racism. The process drew on the expertise of practitioners from different communities throughout Plymouth. The resources for creating the intervention were the group members themselves, together with the results of some baseline research conducted with residents of Stonehouse, an area notorious for racial tension in Plymouth. Audio tapes of interviews with new and long-term residents provided raw material for the devising process which shaped the final performance. The intention was to generate a social dialogue across barriers of difference, encouraging the participants to engage through theatre with issues around community, cultural and ethnic difference, belonging and acceptance, and the tensions and insecurities that lead to fear, hate and violence.
The requirement to fulfil the commission by creating a performance quickly intervened in the process with the consequence that there was some tension and confusion within the group concerning particular roles. At best many people in the group felt that the creative process was naturally organic and that the performance necessarily employed everyone’s different skills in distinct and effective ways. At worst there was a perceived schism between the core group of experienced performers and the rest of the group who were now providing stories to be exploited and re-presented by the performers. Since many of the performers were ‘white’ while much of the material came from BME members, there was a tendency for the ‘white’ voices to come through most loudly as the demands of performance increased. Even as those outside the core performance team sometimes felt marginalised, the ‘core’ members who delivered the performance intervention felt that the process became clearer and more productive once rehearsals began with a director.
If we start deciding and pinpointing exactly who is in charge, then we are just reaffirming the black and white separation. My main thing has been that if white people are doing any form of anti-racist work then they need to acknowledge their own white superiority openly to the people they are working with. I feel that in our process this was acknowledged. In terms of the power relations, I strongly believe that if you are passionate about getting rid of racism then it doesn’t matter what colour you are.  [Member, Voices for Change]

6.1.3
The Intervention
From One Extreme to the Other is a two-hour interactive performance intervention for secondary schools aimed at engaging participants in dialogues about conflict in their communities. The team of actor/teachers facilitate the experience both in and out of role, presenting recognisable points of view that invite discussion and depicting characters in moments of crisis who ask participants for advice about the complex dilemmas they face, placing the onus on the young people to contribute their expert knowledge on surviving in their worlds. The intervention culminates in a discussion of what the participants would like to see change in their school community and on how they, as peer-leaders, can make this happen. The stories were chosen for performance according to their relevance to the lives of young people and whether they offered recognisable characters such as a ‘white’ racist and a Muslim who wears a headscarf and is the victim of racist abuse. The aim was to give voice to hitherto silenced experiences of racism in a way that would cause participants and audiences  to listen. 
Because it was their real stories, you could really feel for them – more than if it was just acting. [Audience Member]

Having talked with young people from Voices for Change and from Plymouth schools about their experiences of racism and about the stories they wanted told, their words became the inspiration for the devised performance. A script was developed through improvisation and collaborative writing sessions grounded in the language of the young people. Consequently the people of colour in the audience tended to recognise the stories and characters of the performance whereas the majority ‘white’ members were shocked to learn of racist incidents occurring in Plymouth. It was important not to single out ‘coloured’ voices from the audience whilst, at the same time, making sure those voices were empowered to enter into dialogues with their peers. Equally care was taken not to label the ‘white’ young people as racist but to allow them space to alter perspective and to offer them ‘white’ anti-racist role models.
Asking the characters questions and hearing their responses made me think a lot about how other people view situations. [Audience Member]

Following the performance was an interactive forum called the ‘attitude room’ where the audience became participants encountering different perspectives. They were invited to write down their reflections on the performance, read each others’ and give an opinion on others’ views. There were typed ‘attitude cards’ with comments made by others in relation to the issues which the participants were asked to read silently or aloud, publicly or privately. Actors in character then either entered into dialogue with the audience members or invited them to try performing the characters themselves. In the ‘attitude room’ the facilitators foster dialogue between participants, encourage them to express opinions and stimulate productive conflict. The conspiracy of silence that allows racism to thrive was thereby confronted. The statements made by the participants in the ‘attitude room’ were typed ‘live’ and projected into the space so that the words of the young people became part of the intervention as a constantly accumulating record. So the participants became ever more central to the experience and the outcome was a real conversation about what happens in school and what they wanted to change.
Playing a racist character kinda came easy to me ‘cos one of my family members is a hundred per cent racist and I had to deal with it every time growing up, so saying stuff like that, it shouldn’t be easy even though it was and I kinda feel guilty when I say it. [Member, Voices for Change]

6.1.4
Diversity Champions
From One Extreme to the Other is the first phase in a two-phase project. One of the aims of the intervention performance in schools is to generate interest among some of the young people in taking on the role of ‘diversity champion’, taking the project forward in a peer-led movement for change with continued support from the Barbican Theatre and Plymouth City Council. This process has already begun with ‘diversity champions’ being identified at four ‘hub’ schools and their ideas being fed into the performance text. When the intervention was delivered in their schools, they played a key role in supporting their peers through the process. The intention in the coming year is both to support the existing ‘champions’ in deepening the dialogues in their schools and to recruit more of them in other schools where the intervention will take place. This growing band of ‘diversity champions’ will continue to work with Voices for Change as peer educators in the next phase of the project.
There are some people who avoid (consciously or unconsciously) anything to do with racism. For example, they don’t express opinions on it for fear of what others will say, but also, they try to avoid knowing about it because they don’t want to feel they have a responsibility to do something about it. For example, I know someone who will always turn off the news or radio if a report of racism crime comes on. [Diversity Champion]

6.2
Evaluation
The members of the group felt that the strength of the work resided in the representative nature of the voices chosen and the relevance of the material to the performance contexts. Personal experience was drawn upon to good effect and differences of opinion were accepted. However, there could have been a fuller engagement with the emotions aroused by the work and the emotional challenges for the people of colour were given greater prominence than those of the ‘white’ members. From the outset a clearer understanding of aims and objectives was needed.
Ten young people at each school were asked to fill out evaluation forms. These revealed that awareness of racism in Plymouth had been heightened by the intervention, the stories made a powerful impact, and they recognised the characters of the performance in their own lives. They felt inspired to try to prevent racism and other prejudice in their school. They did not feel that the intervention had challenged extremism and some were sceptical of any sustained change occurring in their school.
6.3
Specific Recommendations

6.3.1
Maintain the group as a collective addressing racism in Plymouth.

6.3.2
Reach out to a larger audience in Plymouth of adults as well as young people.

6.3.3
Offer the group as advocates to other organisations which support young people in tackling these issues.

6.3.4
Create a website for the group.

6.3.5
Follow up the interventions by entering into supportive dialogues with the ‘diversity champions’.

6.3.6
Deliver the intervention to teachers.
7.
General Recommendations    

7.1
Two distinct groups should be maintained as the Voices for Change programme. One should be entirely process-based, exploring all aspects of diversity and conflict resolution through theatre and related arts. The beneficiaries of these workshops will be the participating young people who should experience a raising of confidence and self-esteem that can be translated into positive social actions in their lives. The second group will be charged with creating interventionist performances and workshops on diversity and conflict to challenge prejudice wherever it is experienced by young people and adults alike. It is expected that there will be a regular feeding in from the first group to the second, enabling the sphere of operations of the latter to expand continuously.

7.2
The next phase in the interventions, besides expanding the number and nature of audiences, should target those in a position to bring about attitudinal, cultural and social change, such as policy-makers at every level and teachers.

7.3
A film should be commissioned of the whole Voices for Change process that can be disseminated via DVD to local authorities and their youth services in the UK and to the ARROW hubs across the world as an example, not a blueprint, of effective practice.

7.4
 A five-year funding proposal should be put to Plymouth Youth Services and to the Department for Educationz by ARROW in partnership with the Barbican Theatre and the REC, incorporating a commission for the Barbican Theatre, in order to achieve the aims set out in the above recommendations.
8.
Conclusion
The Voices for Change project has represented excellent value for money thus far. However, if its gains are to be maximised and sustained, it is essential that it finds the means to expand into an on-going programme of activities. Its potential significance can reach far beyond Plymouth since it offers a model which can be replicated, with due regard for specific contexts, in any area of the United Kingdom where there is racially motivated conflict among young people. It is probable that every major population centre has local authority youth services and an outreach department of a theatre or independent youth theatre which, when brought together, could achieve the same productive synergies as those described here. Theatre has the great advantage of working obliquely and playfully to address issues which, if confronted head on, all too easily create cultures of victimhood and blame. The Voices for Change project demonstrates that when the direct experiences of young people are placed at the centre of a creative process which by its nature creates a gap between raw emotion and performance, between character and actor, the unspeakable can be articulated within a frame that encourages the search for alternatives that respect and promote diversity, based upon empathy and the building of new relationships.
The experience of running the project has highlighted the importance of achieving clarity between process-based aims and those appropriate to a performance-driven agenda. The two group structure with aims clearly established at the outset should prevent any future confusion. Thus far the project’s achievements for the participants are more substantial and apparent than those for the audiences for the performances. There is a need to develop effective follow-up mechanisms to ensure that the participatory strengths of both groups are translated into sustainable strategies. Given the notoriously difficult ambition to effect changes in attitude and behaviour, it is imperative that there are high levels of support available to the ‘diversity champions’ and to teachers and other significant adults who might create the spaces in which these ‘champions’ can work. In the long-term it will be vital to conduct detailed impact assessments of attitudinal change in order to measure the effectiveness of the work and to provide an evidence base for the pursuit of further funding.  
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