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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1. Introduction
1.1 The Pursuit of Community Legal Education by Theatrical Means?
This report is aimed at assisting practitioners of Community Legal Education (CLE),
as well as funding agencies, to decide whether or not a theatre-based approach to
community education and development—a method known as Forum Theatre—might
be suitable for their purposes. While Forum Theatre has a long history outside the
field of CLE, there have been few studies that attempt to document and evaluate
strengths and weaknesses of the method.

The typical structure of a Forum Theatre event involves a group of actors presenting a
short play to a targeted community audience. The play will dramatise a social issue
that the organisers of the event know to be of concern to the audience. The protagonist
of the play will be a character struggling against some form of unfair treatment, abuse
or oppression. The protagonist’s struggle is shown, in an initial performance of the
play, to end in failure; however, audience members are given an opportunity to review
the scenario, to role-play alternative strategies for dealing with the injustices
portrayed, and to participate in discussion about the issues.

In this report, we offer a detailed case study of a recent CLE project using Forum
Theatre. The project—dubbed “Legal Theatre” by its organisers—was conducted by
South West Sydney Legal Centre (SWSLC) during 2003 and involved four
performances, on the theme of domestic violence, targeted to audiences of recently
arrived migrants and refugees. Performances were held in a variety of venues: a
library, a community neighbourhood centre, a town-hall and an open-air
amphitheatre. While all four performances were open to a ‘passer-by’ audience, by far
the largest number of spectators were ESL students who attended within the context
of courses they were taking under the Adult Migrant English Program. The
performances were directly experienced by a combined total of almost 500 people.

This season of “Legal Theatre” received significant financial support from the Law
and Justice Foundation of NSW in the form of a $14,000 grant, the bulk of which
($10,000) was allocated towards the cost of employing three professional actors, each
for the equivalent of two weeks full-time work. The remainder of this grant covered
publicity, venue hire and other production costs. In addition, the project benefited
from approximately $5,000 of in-kind support: between them, the CLE Coordinator,
the solicitors and administrative staff of SWSLC contributed an estimated total of 180
hours towards researching, rehearsing, managing and facilitating performances of
“Legal Theatre”; another significant contribution came from workers involved in the
Liverpool-Fairfield Women’s Domestic Violence Court Assistance Scheme
(WDVCAS) who contributed an estimated 60 hours in total, participating in
consultation workshops, assisting with publicity, taking on cameo roles in
performances, and providing advice about relevant legal and welfare issues/resources.

1.2 Scope, Limitations and Structure of the Report
Clearly, a report such as this—based on a single case study—cannot deliver a firm
recommendation to CLE practitioners either to use or not to use Forum Theatre, nor is
it attempting any sort of cost/benefit analysis or direct comparison between the
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outcomes achieved using Forum Theatre and those that may have been achieved by
some other method. Instead, our aim is to enable readers of the report to make their
own professional judgment as to whether or not this particular case study offers a
useful model for projects to be developed in their own local context, perhaps with
very different target groups and/or looking at very different social and legal issues.

Our evaluation of “Legal Theatre” assesses the project in relation to its stated goals,
its processes and intended outcomes, as well as with reference to the guidelines for
best practice established by the National CLE Advisory Group. Finally, the evaluation
addresses some of the key decisions and fundamental challenges to be negotiated in
any Forum Theatre project.

2. A Critical Review of Key Principles in Forum Theatre
Forum Theatre is now commonly practised in settings far removed from those in
which the method evolved, in the pioneering work of a Brazilian theatre-maker and
activist, Augusto Boal, during the 1960s and early 1970s. In Brazil, for people like
Boal, this was a period of intense political agitation against a right-wing military
dictatorship. Contemporary Forum Theatre practice, on the other hand, often occurs in
the context of state-sponsored health, education and welfare projects.

The historical origins of Forum Theatre, along with the influence on Boal of Paulo
Freire’s “Pedagogy of the Oppressed”, have meant that most practitioners of this
theatre method would espouse an ethical commitment to social justice that is
consistent with CLE principles. However, as the context for Forum Theatre practice
has shifted over the last 40 years, so too have critical questions about the practice
come into sharper relief.

In this report, we single out three overarching issues as fundamental to the design and
implementation of Forum Theatre: (i) the scripting and staging of the play—if not
handled astutely, the dramaturgical model of Forum Theatre can influence an
audience towards “blaming the victim” for his or her oppression. We argue that the
“Legal Theatre” project avoided this problem but it is something that users of Forum
Theatre need to monitor consistently; (ii) the pedagogical role taken up by the
facilitator of the Forum Theatre debate—how the play is introduced, how comments
are elicited and responded to etc. are all crucial in shaping the “ideological contours”
of the event. This point also holds for any workers who are assisting the facilitator
(for instance, in the case of “Legal Theatre” a number of teachers and bilingual
support workers) (iii) the institutional/political context—the debate about legal and
social issues in Forum Theatre is only ever as complex and dynamic as this context
allows.

3. South West Sydney Legal Centre’s “Legal Theatre” Project
SWSLC provides services across Bankstown, Liverpool, Fairfield and parts of
Holroyd local government areas—one of the most culturally diverse regions in
Australia. 45% of residents were born overseas; 56% speak a language other than
English in the home; many residents have only recently settled in Australia, including
a higher than average population of refugees.

SWSLC client records and consultation with partner organisations—along with a
solid body of research—indicate that recently arrived migrants and refugees are at a
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particular disadvantage in attempting to access legal information and services. The
CLE Coordinator of SWSLC therefore suggested a Forum Theatre-based project as an
innovative strategy to potentially overcome the language and cultural barriers facing
migrants and refugees in need of legal support.

A pilot version of “Legal Theatre”, in early 2003, involved consultation with, and
performances for, students accessing the Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP)
through the University of Western Sydney English Language Centre. The second
season of “Legal Theatre” which is documented and evaluated in this report was also
presented to AMEP students from various course providers in Fairfield, Cabramatta
and Bankstown. Some of these performances were accessible more widely, by
members of the general public, as have a number of subsequent performances
coinciding with various community forums.

4. Evaluating the Project: Methodology
First and foremost, the evaluation deals with the “Legal Theatre” project’s strengths
and weaknesses as an educational strategy. We aim to show whether community
participants experienced the Forum Theatre method as useful, relevant and potentially
empowering.

In our report, we pay particular attention to the following goals which were outlined
before the project by SWSLC staff:

 To identify priority legal issues for the target group;
 To increase awareness of the legal resources and support services available to

members of the target group;
 To empower disadvantaged communities by encouraging them to access the

legal system;
 To overcome language barriers and other cultural barriers which members of

the target group face by using innovative education strategies.

Our evaluation also makes specific reference to the objectives laid out in the National
“Guidelines for the Management of CLE Practice”: targeting of the community
audience, accessibility of the project, consultation processes, coordination with
partner organisations and so on are all features of our assessment.

Much of the evaluation is qualitative, based on ethnographic observation and
interviews, although some quantitative data is included. As well as describing the
sorts of behaviours observed during performances, we document the size and
composition of audiences; the number of spectators intervening in role plays and
debate; the points around which interventions clustered and so on. We also report on
the results of a brief survey that was distributed to all spectators immediately
following the performance. Finally, the evaluation looks at points raised by 20
audience members who participated in post-performance interviews.

Following consultation with ESL teachers and directors of AMEP colleges,
information for participants about the research and survey forms were written very
much in plain English and also translated into community languages (Arabic,
Chinese, Vietnamese and Khmer). Interviews were conducted with the assistance of
bilingual support workers.
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5. Planning and Devising “Legal Theatre”
Early consultations with a key partner to the project—the Liverpool/Fairfield
Women’s Domestic Violence Court Assistance Scheme (WDVCAS), which is
auspiced by SWSLC—was the main reason for this season of “Legal Theatre” being
focused on legal and social problems related to domestic violence. Consultations with
other partners—the local Migrant Services Interagency Network, Women’s Refuges,
Police Domestic Violence Liaison Officers, solicitors from SWSLC and other
Community Legal Centres etc.—were also influential in shaping the project.

Largely on the basis of these consultations, the CLE Coordinator of SWSLC produced
a draft script for the Forum Theatre play. The script was checked by SWSLC
solicitors on several occasions to verify the accuracy of legal information presented in
the scenario. Three actors with professional theatre experience were employed on the
project (they were also, themselves from migrant/refugee backgrounds and had
worked before on community development projects). The actors also contributed to
the final shape of the script and staging.

6. Performances: Description and Analysis
A combined total of 472 spectators attended the four performances of “Legal Theatre”
(more than double the number anticipated in the SWSLC funding submission).
Overwhelmingly, these were students enrolled in AMEP courses who thus fit
automatically within the target group for the project. Just over 70% of spectators
returned the post-performance survey: three-quarters of the respondents had been in
Australia for under 5 years; half had been in the country for under 6 months. In terms
of English-language ability, the student spectators ranged from complete beginners
(AMEP Level One students) to those who had sufficient language skills to consider,
say, enrolling in a TAFE course (AMEP Level Three).

The scenario performed for the students may be summarised as follows:

 Act One. The protagonist Marla speaks directly to the audience: she and her
husband Sam migrated to Australia 13 years ago; they have 3 young children;
Sam has family in Australia but Marla is very isolated and lonely. In a series
of short scenes, the extent to which Sam controls Marla through verbal and
physical intimidation becomes clear: he forces her to change the clothes she is
wearing; forbids her leaving the house; accuses of being a bad mother and, in
the climax to the play, physically assaults her (apparently not for the first
time). In between her scenes with Sam, the audience sees Marla interact with a
domineering mother-in-law and a new next-door neighbour who shows some
signs of concern and willingness to help Marla.

 Act Two. A series of three scenes showing interventions by external figures: a
police officer (who calls at Marla’s house to investigate complaints about
screaming); a worker in a women’s refuge (where Marla has been brought by
the police officer); a magistrate’s court (where Marla goes through the process
of obtaining an Apprehended Violence Order against Sam).

 Act Three. Two brief scenes showing alternate endings to the scenario: in one,
Marla is still living with Sam, their relationship has improved a little and she
announces plans to attend TAFE; in the other, she has separated from him and
is in the process of getting a divorce.
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The play was performed, initially, only up until the end of Act One. These scenes
were then replayed with intervention by audience members in the form of on-stage
role plays and/or debate. The scenes in Acts Two and Three tended to be shown only
when the Act One interventions had either begun to peter out or else when the
audience’s suggestions logically pointed towards other interventions by police
characters etc. While the scenes from Acts Two and Three were therefore not always
shown, those involving the police and the magistrate were virtually mandatory
elements of the performance since they contained the most explicit information
regarding the legal definition of domestic violence, the conditions which may be set
with an AVO and so on.

Direct observations of performances suggested that spectators found the material
presented relevant and the format engaging: spectators were attentive to the facilitator
and actors presenting the early scenes in the Marla scenario; comments, questions and
on-stage interventions by fellow spectators frequently elicited head-nodding, smiles,
laughter, applause or follow-up interventions.

Three other aspects of the performances warrant particular consideration:

 ESL teachers and bilingual support workers from the AMEP course providers
played an important part in “scaffolding” the students’ learning process:
workers would often translate parts of the debate for audience members with
the lowest levels of English language ability; sometimes they would relay
comments to the facilitator when students appeared shy about their speaking
ability; they would also sometimes “get the ball rolling” by volunteering to
play an on-stage intervention. Finally, ESL teachers often helped to facilitate
post-performance discussions with their students about the issues raised. Some
of what we describe here as “scaffolding” was spontaneously given support by
the workers: there appears to be scope for formalising a little further this
aspect of the project.

 Targeting students through AMEP courses was seen, in general, to be highly
beneficial: the pre-existing social relationships between students, or between
students and teachers, helped break down much of the awkwardness about
participating in Forum Theatre that one might otherwise expect. (SWSLC staff
also assisted the process by de-emphasising some of the formal conventions
normally associated with theatre.) However, it is clear that some members of
the target community group for this project—for instance, women in domestic
violence crisis situations or refugee women on temporary protection
visas—would be likely to experience great difficulty accessing “Legal
Theatre” if it is only ever offered through AMEP course providers.

 It was observed that a delicate balance needs to be struck between the more
open-ended interactions of the Forum Theatre proper (ie. the interventions and
debate following Act One of the scenario) and the more “show and tell”
scenes of Act Two which, by comparison, are relatively dense with legal
information, more statically staged, and less open to intervention from
audiences. While the first part of the event did stimulate audiences to want
more legal information, the interpretive framework of some spectators also
seemed to push them towards wanting to deal with Marla’s problems more as
interpersonal and social issues. Clearly, a major responsibility for the
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facilitator of a “Legal Theatre” session is to make sure that adequate time
remains for briefing audiences on the ‘crunch’ legal issues: performances
often ended with short talks on specific legal questions and relevant literature
was distributed.

7. Audience Questionnaire and Interview Responses
Results from the post-performance questionnaire indicate, in general, a very positive
response from members of the target group to this CLE initiative:

 Audience members who were surveyed afterwards almost unanimously
reported that they “enjoyed the activities” (96% of respondents) and
“understood the play” (94%).

 Most survey respondents also reported that they “understood the discussion”
surrounding issues raised by the Forum Theatre scenario (83%).

 Half of the spectators surveyed either disagreed with or did not respond to the
proposition that they knew “where to get legal help” before the event.
However, most respondents in this category (72%) agreed that they did have
this knowledge after the event.

Results on other items of the questionnaire, while still positive, were apparently more
influenced by the English-language skills of the student spectators who responded:

 69% of all respondents agreed with the statement “I could try some of the
solutions I saw today”. When responses to this item are disaggregated
according to AMEP language learning levels, the results are 62% (AMEP
Level One students); 74% (AMEP Level Two students); and 81% (AMEP
Level Three students)

 56% of all respondents agreed with the statement “In the show, I could speak
or act if I wanted to”. When these responses are disaggregated according to
English language ability, the results are 38% (Level One students), 62%
(Level Two students) and 78% (Level Three students).

Taken together, these survey results provide evidence to support the claim that the
Forum Theatre method adopted in this CLE project helped to reduce some of
language and cultural barriers facing members of the target group. However, it is
equally clear that the English-language ability of participants did have a bearing on
their mode of engagement with the project.

This is not to suggest that AMEP Level One students were left “floundering”. It must
be remembered that most of these students are migrants and refugees who arrived in
the country, with almost no English skills at all, only a year before the project. Results
on the other items of the survey suggest spectators with very minimal English still
gained something from the project:

 95% of AMEP Level One respondents reported having “enjoyed [the]
activities”.

 91% of Level One respondents reported having “understood the play”.
 68% of Level One respondents reported having “understood the discussion”.
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Further information about the various ways in which audience members engaged with
the project was forthcoming from the interviews with 20 AMEP students (a sample
purposely made and evenly distributed across Levels One, Two and Three). While the
views of these students cannot be taken to represent the views of all spectators, they
did highlight the following issues:

 The project’s focus on domestic violence was seen as highly relevant by
interviewees.

 Most (17) interviewees reported having discussed the “Legal Theatre” project
in the week following the performance with friends, family or classmates.

 Interviewees generally had an excellent recall of the original scenario, the
interventions by other spectators and the legal information contained in the
more content-heavy scenes featuring the police officer and magistrate
characters.

 Cultural barriers to participating—other than language background—were
rarely cited. The main reason given was “shyness”.

8. Main Findings, Points for Discussion and Recommendations
Overall, the evidence presented in this report suggests that the “Legal Theatre” project
could serve as a very useful model for other CLE practitioners (and community
educators in other sectors) to emulate. However, we must qualify this statement in
several important ways. As noted earlier, a single case study of Forum Theatre is not
enough for us to offer an unequivocal answer to the blunt question “Does it work?”
We can only suggest what worked well (or not so well) in this instance and why.
Some of the reasons given refer to contextual factors that may not hold for other CLE
projects. In particular, readers of this report should bear in mind the following points
when considering the findings and recommendations listed below:

 As the overwhelming majority of audience members were students recruited
through AMEP course providers, we are not in a position to say whether or not
Forum Theatre would work just as well for migrant/refugee audiences
recruited in some other manner.

 We are also not in a position to say how well the project would have worked
had the AMEP teachers and bilingual support workers not provided the kind
of “scaffolding” described above as well as the “pre-learning” activities they
occasionally conducted, such as teaching relevant vocabulary in classes prior
to the performances. (While this intermingling of Forum Theatre “proper”
with other pedagogical strategies might make for a slightly less pure
evaluation, we suggest that it is nevertheless a good thing and worth
developing).

 As mentioned above, care needs to be exercised on the part of the facilitator to
make sure that specific points regarding legislation and legal procedures are
not lost amid discussion of the wider, more diffuse interpersonal and social
issues that the Forum Theatre model often highlights.

 While we can report on the project’s success in engaging its intended target
group, we are not able to comment on whether the audiences for “Legal
Theatre” reached significant numbers of the most vulnerable members within
this target group, namely refugee and migrant women who are currently
experiencing domestic violence; nor can we estimate the actual direct impact
that the project may have had on the lives of women experiencing violence.
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 As noted earlier, we have not attempted any sort of cost/benefit analysis for
“Legal Theatre”. For the interest of readers, we do offer some suggestions as
to how the cost of such a project might be reduced or its life extended beyond
the provision of some start-up funding. However, these suggestions (which are
detailed, in the body of the report, under Recommendation #5) should not be
read as somehow implying that the money and time invested in “Legal
Theatre” was not well spent: that is a matter on which readers themselves must
make a judgment, based on their professional understanding of, and
experience in, CLE (and, of course, the current state of their organisation’s
budget).

With these caveats in mind, then, we offer the following findings and
recommendations (for which readers will find detailed justifications in Sections 8.1
and 8.2 of the body of the report):

Finding #1—The “Legal Theatre” project conforms strongly to the guidelines for best
practice in Community Legal Education that have been established by the National
CLE Advisory Group.

Finding #2—The “Legal Theatre” project—drawing primarily on research and the
advice of workers in the field—focused on legal and social issues to do with domestic
violence. The issues were perceived as relevant when presented to members of the
target group in performance. Audience members who were surveyed and/or
interviewed overwhelmingly reported increased awareness of some of the legal
resources and support services available to them.

Finding #3—Having participated in the “Legal Theatre” project, a majority of the
audience members surveyed expressed confidence in their ability to act upon some of
the strategies for dealing with domestic violence that had been presented.

Finding #4—The theatre-based approach adopted in this CLE project is capable of
reducing some of the language and cultural barriers to accessing legal information and
services which are faced by migrants and refugees. Language is still an important
feature of Forum Theatre, however, and in the case of the “Legal Theatre” Project,
spectators with higher levels of fluency in English (eg. AMEP Level 3) did find it
easier to participate than those with minimal or no English language ability.

Recommendation#1—CLE practitioners interested in pursuing an initiative such as
“Legal Theatre” should base their selection of a thematic focus for the project on the
evidence of current research, on direct consultation (wherever this is feasible) with
members of the targeted community group(s) and on the expert advice of individuals
and organisations who work with these communities. Particular attention should be
paid to ways of accessing any isolated and especially vulnerable members of the
target group.
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Recommendation #2—CLE practitioners interested in pursuing an initiative such as
“Legal Theatre” for a target audience expected to have very limited English language
skills should consider producing bilingual or multilingual Forum Theatre
performances.

Recommendation #3—In developing Forum Theatre-based projects, educators
should take particular care to ensure that audiences are not led towards “blaming the
victim” by the structure of the scenario, the way it is performed or the way the social
justice issues involved are debated.

Recommendation #4—Forum Theatre is likely to work best as a CLE strategy when
complemented by ancillary approaches. It is advisable to provide written information
and explicit verbal advice about relevant services at the time of a Forum Theatre
performance. CLE practitioners should also consider the possible benefits of ‘pre-
learning’ activities (eg. workshops for any community workers who are a point of
access to members of the target group in order that these workers can help prepare
audiences for a Forum Theatre performance; post-performance visits to other events
organised by these workers etc.)

Recommendation #5—Depending on available resources and other factors, CLE
practitioners interested in using the method of Forum Theatre may wish to use
community volunteers or community workers from partner organisations to the
project as performers and facilitators. In such cases, it is still recommended that
someone with appropriate theatre-making skills be involved in the project, at least in a
consultative role in relation to scripting and staging.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 The Pursuit of Community Legal Education by Theatrical Means?
Community Legal Education (CLE) has been defined as “the provision of information
and education to members of the community, on an individual or group basis,
concerning the law and legal processes, and the place of these in the structure of
society”.1 Implicit in this definition is a distinction between legal information and
legal education, a distinction which the National CLE Advisory Group goes on to
elaborate as follows:

Legal information is important because many people are powerless in particular
situations primarily through lack of knowledge-knowledge is power. This is CLE at its
most basic level. Information without education, however, may not achieve the
objectives of CLE.

Legal education encourages a critical understanding of the law and the legal system
and allows an assessment of its impact or usefulness. It is contended that education
must be a mechanism for consciousness-raising, not simply an unquestioning
acceptance of the status quo.

Both information and education are therefore essential to the ultimate vision of CLE,
namely “to increase equality of access to justice, social and legal, to all members of
society”.

No doubt, practitioners of CLE find it more difficult, in their everyday working lives,
to draw such a clear distinction between information and education. After all,
information never simply reveals itself; it is always delivered in a context where there
are at least some assumptions being made, implicitly or explicitly, about how people
learn. CLE practitioners must all the time be asking themselves: “How can this
information have most impact? How do I reach my target audience? When and where
are they likely to be most receptive to the information?”

Nevertheless, in providing legal information, the CLE practitioner is at least working
in a relatively black and white domain; that is to say, for most situations, the range of
legal remedies available to clients is clear, as are the relevant procedures to be
followed (notwithstanding the uncertain outcome of any given legal procedure).
When it comes to conducting legal education, there is potentially a much larger grey
area. Precisely what works best is often not known until after several options have
been tried.

This report is aimed at assisting CLE practitioners (as well as perhaps educators in
other sectors and potential sponsoring agencies/partners) to decide whether or not one
particular form of community education—usually known as “Forum Theatre”—might
work for their purposes. As the name suggests, Forum Theatre involves both role-play
and debate. We describe the genesis of this educational method in detail in Chapter 2

                                                  
1 This definition and the quotes following in the rest of this paragraph are taken from the “Guidelines
for the Management of Community Legal Education Practice” established by the National CLE
Advisory Group in 1995 and available via <http://www.naclc.org.au/pubs_guidelines.html> (last
accessed December 2005). A full copy of the guidelines has been included as Appendix G.
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of this report but for now we might summarise the structure of Forum Theatre briefly
as follows:

 A group of actors (in some projects, they may be professional actors; in others,
community workers or volunteers) presents a short play to a (more or less
tightly) targeted community audience.

 The play dramatises a social issue that the organisers of the Forum Theatre
event know to be of concern to the target audience.

 The audience watches as the protagonist of the drama struggles to overcome a
situation in which they are being treated unfairly, abused or oppressed in some
way.

 The play ends at a point where the protagonist’s struggle for justice seems to
have failed. This provides the lead-in to a discussion with members of the
audience. For instance, the facilitator of the Forum Theatre event might ask:
“What kind of intervention is needed if an oppressive situation like this is to
be changed? What more could the protagonist do? How might some other
character be able to support the protagonist? When would be an opportune
moment to intervene in this scenario?”

 After having elicited a few quick responses, the facilitator asks the actors to
re-run the play from the beginning. This time through, however, the audience
is encouraged to stop the action whenever there is an opportunity for some
positive intervention: if they wish, members of the audience can replace the
original actors in order to demonstrate, through improvised role-play, how a
given character might handle the situation better.

 Such interventions typically trigger further group discussion which can in turn
trigger a further round of improvised role-plays. In this way, actors and
audience—guided by the facilitator—explore as many facets of the dramatised
social problem as possible in the time available.

In contrast to conventional didactic uses of theatre, which typically aim to deliver a
unilateral “take-home message” to the audience, Forum Theatre enacts what the
educator Paulo Freire calls a dialogic model of learning: it involves a process of
“problem-posing” rather than simply “problem-solving”.2 In theory, then, Forum
Theatre is very much geared towards the kinds of “critical understanding” and
“consciousness-raising” referred to above by the National CLE Advisory Group.
Whether or not Forum Theatre can actually produce such an emancipatory
educational situation obviously requires close investigation but it is certainly this
possibility that inspires a lot of Forum Theatre practice.

While Forum Theatre may be unfamiliar to many CLE practitioners, it is not a newly
invented genre of theatre: world-wide, there are theatre companies, political activists
and community workers who have been using Forum Theatre for at least 30 years.
Furthermore, some applications of Forum Theatre have been very directly concerned
with the law and legal processes.3 However, Forum Theatre is nearly always practised
at a “grassroots” level. Rarely, if ever, does one encounter it in a mainstream public
performance venue. Instead, the venue might be a classroom, a youth centre, a refuge,
a church or community hall. Rarely is Forum Theatre practice documented in any
                                                  
2 Freire, P. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Harmondsworth, Penguin Books, 1972.
3 Boal, A. Legislative Theatre: Using Performance to Make Politics. London, Routledge, 1998. For a
critique, see the review of this book by Paul Dwyer in Australasian Drama Studies, No. 37 (October),
2000: pp.117-120.
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detail: much of it occurs as a “one-off” or as simply one “exercise” embedded within
a larger community education workshop. In Australia, there are no fully professional
theatre groups which specialise in Forum Theatre and advertise their services as such
to providers of community education. Indeed, many proponents of the method
maintain (with some justification) that professional expertise in theatre is not
required. No doubt, too, there are community workers who are doing their own
version of Forum Theatre without necessarily knowing it by this name, just as there
are educators and theatre practitioners who knowingly blend Forum Theatre with
other methods.

Given the informal and highly dispersed nature of Forum Theatre practice, there is a
pressing need for more detailed documentation and evaluation of its potential as a
strategy for CLE and other forms of community education. In this report, we evaluate
a project conducted by the South West Sydney Legal Centre which the SWSLC staff
have dubbed, simply, the “Legal Theatre” project.

To date, there have been two short seasons of “Legal Theatre”, both of them targeted
predominantly to audiences of recently arrived migrants and refugees. Our study
focuses on four performances which took place during October 2003, involving a total
combined audience of almost 500 people, engaging them, Forum Theatre-style, in
role-plays and debate about social and legal issues to do with domestic violence.

This season of “Legal Theatre” received significant financial support from the Law
and Justice Foundation of NSW in the form of a $14,000 grant, the bulk of which
($10,000) was allocated towards the cost of employing three professional actors, each
for the equivalent of two weeks full-time work. The remainder of this grant covered
publicity, venue hire and other production costs. In addition, the project benefited
from approximately $5,000 of in-kind support: between them, the CLE Coordinator,
the solicitors and administrative staff of SWSLC contributed an estimated total of 180
hours towards researching, rehearsing, managing and facilitating performances of
“Legal Theatre”; another significant contribution came from workers involved in the
Liverpool-Fairfield Women’s Domestic Violence Court Assistance Scheme
(WDVCAS) whose staff members contributed an estimated 60 hours in total,
participating in consultation workshops, assisting with publicity, taking on cameo
roles in performances, and providing advice about relevant legal and welfare
issues/resources.

1.2 Scope, Limitations and Structure of this Report
Clearly, a report such as this—based on a single case study—cannot deliver a firm
recommendation to CLE practitioners either to use or not to use Forum Theatre, nor is
it attempting any sort of cost/benefit analysis or direct comparison between the
outcomes achieved using Forum Theatre and those that may have been achieved by
some other method. Instead, we offer the following:

 An evaluation of the “Legal Theatre” Project, taking into account its stated
goals and intended outcomes: of particular interest here are the arguments
(made as part of SWSLC’s submission for funding) that Forum Theatre might
help to overcome some of the linguistic and cultural barriers which make it
difficult for recently arrived migrants and refugees to access legal help;
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 An examination of the project’s structure, taking into account the National
CLE Advisory Group’s recommended framework for the delivery of CLE:
some of the key issues here are the relevance of the legal issues presented in
the project to members of the target group, the consultation with relevant
stakeholders and the level of coordination between SWSLC and other service
providers involved with members of the target group;

 A discussion of what we see as the key decisions and fundamental challenges
to be negotiated in any Forum Theatre project: a discussion which builds out
from the micro-level analysis of the “Legal Theatre” project to consider more
broadly the issues involved in designing, facilitating and funding such an
event.

In this way, we hope that it will be possible for readers of the report to make their
own assessment as to whether or not this particular case study offers a useful model
for projects in their own local context, perhaps with very different target groups
and/or looking at very different social and legal issues.

The rest of the report is structured as follows:

In Chapter 2, we review key propositions underpinning the theory and practice of
Forum Theatre. In particular, we highlight the significance of the socio-political
context in which the pioneer of Forum Theatre, Augusto Boal, was working in Latin
America during the 1960s-1970s. Not only was this context important in terms of an
ideological commitment to social change which Boal would see as the sine qua non of
Forum theatre practice; it also led to Boal’s engagement with the work of Paulo Freire
whose pedagogical theory and methods have been as much an influence on Forum
Theatre as they have in so many other forms of adult education and community
development practice worldwide.4

Following this review, Chapter 3 of the report introduces our Forum Theatre case
study, the “Legal Theatre” project. We describe briefly the project’s relation to the
other activities carried out by South West Sydney Legal Centre and the factors which
encouraged SWSLC to trial Forum Theatre as a CLE strategy. This section also spells
out in more detail the project’s aims and intended outcomes as described in the
funding submission put to the Law and Justice Foundation of NSW.

In Chapter 4, we explain in detail our approach to evaluating the project. In addition
to some basic quantitative measures (audience numbers at each presentation of “Legal
Theatre”, audience responses to a post-performance questionnaire etc.), we draw
heavily on a variety of qualitative data: this includes our direct observations of the
behaviour of audience members and the views expressed by 20 audience members
who were purposefully selected and agreed to being interviewed about the project.
                                                  
4 For an indication of the range of community education practice inspired by Freire and Boal’s work,
see Paulo Freire: A Critical Encounter, edited by P. McLaren and P. Leonard, London, Routledge,
1993; Politics of Liberation: Paths from Freire, edited by P. McLaren and C. Lankshear, London,
Routledge, 1994; Playing Boal: Theatre, Therapy and Activism, edited by M. Schutzman and J. Cohen-
Cruz, London, Routledge, 1994. Other useful information and resources may be found via the online
forum “Pedagogy and Theatre of the Oppressed”, <http://www.unomaha.edu/~pto/index.htm> (last
accessed December 2004).
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We also bring to the task of evaluating this project our particular expertise as theatre
scholars and have thus incorporated into our methodology some semiotic and
ethnographic approaches to the analysis of live performance events.

Chapter 5 deals with the research and development phase of the project, concentrating
on two consultation workshops that were conducted by the CLE Coordinator of
SWSLC. We also consider some of the negotiation that took place between
performers, SWSLC solicitors and the project’s reference group concerning the
content of the Forum Theatre scenario to be presented and the style of presentation.

In Chapter 6, we describe in detail the four performances of “Legal Theatre” that we
documented. The description moves into an analytical commentary on the frequency
and variety of interventions into the Forum Theatre scenario made by audience
members: we characterise the tactics of these direct on-stage interventions and note
the kinds of response they evoked, either in the form of debate or in some other
ephemeral but nevertheless revealing forms of participation (laughter, applause, sotto
voce discussions with neighbouring spectators etc.).

Chapter 7 presents results from both the questionnaire (administered immediately
after performances) and the follow-up interviews (conducted one week after each
performance). 334 spectators (71% of the total combined audience for the project)
responded to the questionnaire. The questions we asked were designed to provide a
broad indication as to whether audience members experienced the “Legal Theatre”
presentations as stimulating and enjoyable, whether they felt able to participate,
whether they felt they had learned more about how to get legal help and so on. 20
interviews were conducted with participants selected on the basis of their differing
levels of proficiency in English language: while the views of these interviewees
cannot be assumed to constitute a representative sample of audience opinion, they
nevertheless provide valuable clues as the potential strengths and weaknesses of
Forum Theatre for this kind of CLE target group.

In Chapter 8, we elaborate on the observations and major findings from the previous
two sections and focus on the lessons that other CLE practitioners might be able to
draw from this project. As discussed above, however, we feel it is more appropriate in
a report of this nature to present these as points for further discussion than as a set of
rules about what might constitute best practice in Forum Theatre. Or, to put this
another way, we can at least say that there are some fundamental choices to be made
in producing any Forum Theatre project and that best practice means confronting
these issues very explicitly rather than embarking on such a project because Forum
Theatre might happen to be “flavour of the month” in community development.
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 2. A CRITICAL REVIEW OF KEY PRINCIPLES IN FORUM THEATRE

Forum Theatre is now commonly practised in settings which seem far removed from
those in which it was pioneered by the Brazilian theatre-maker, Augusto Boal, during
the 1960s and early 1970s. Boal began developing techniques like Forum Theatre
within the context of political agitation against a right-wing military dictatorship
which had taken control in Brazil after the brutal coups of 1964 and 1968.5
Contemporary Forum Theatre practice such as the “Legal Theatre” project, on the
other hand, is often sponsored either directly by government agencies or else
indirectly through NGOs that are themselves recipients of government funding.

In the words of Mady Schutzman, this shift in context has sometimes involved a
“problematic” transposition from “a ‘third-world’ aesthetic of resistance to a ‘first-
world’ aesthetic of self-help”.6 It is certainly a shift which warrants a good deal of
reflexive, critical awareness on the part of contemporary theatre
practitioners/community workers who seek to adapt Boal’s techniques. Among the
more contentious issues, Schutzman and Cohen-Cruz highlight the following
questions:

Under what conditions (historically, environmentally, psychodynamically etc.) do these
techniques work? What are the criteria for determining whether these techniques “work” or
not? What is the relationship between personal growth and social change? What power
dynamics constitute [these] theatrical methods/forms and how do they subvert and/or sustain
traditional structures of power? 7

In this section of the report, we explore such questions by reviewing some of the basic
assumptions underpinning Forum Theatre. This review is in two parts. First, we
examine the political agenda and the pedagogical theories which shaped Augusto
Boal’s pioneering work. Second, after describing the basic ingredients and structure
of a Forum Theatre event, we focus on three critical issues: (i) the dramaturgical
shape of a Forum scenario; (ii) the pedagogical framing of the event; and (iii) the
institutional/political affiliations (including funding support) that make the event
possible. We will be revisiting these issues later, in Chapter 8 of the report, when
discussing some of the choices that need to be most carefully negotiated in any Forum
Theatre project.

2.1 Politics and Pedagogy in the “Theatre of the Oppressed”
At the time of the 1964/68 military coups in Brazil, Boal was director of the
renowned Teatro Arena de São Paulo. For a brief period, he was able to continue
staging plays which his audience of middle-class progressives, students and unionists
could see were clearly critical of the regime (even when suitably disguised in
historical allegory). By the early 1970s, however, political censorship had begun to
bite harder. Numerous left-leaning artists and intellectuals were imprisoned or forced
                                                  
5 Useful introductions to this political history can be found in Quartim, J. Dictatorship and Armed
Struggle in Brazil. London, New Left Books, 1971 and Branford, S. and Kucinski, B. Brazil, Carnival
of the Oppressed: Lula and the Brazilian Workers’ Party. London, Latin America Bureau, 1995.
6 Schutzman, M. “Brechtian Shamanism: The Political Therapy of Augusto Boal” in Playing Boal:
Theatre, Therapy and Activism, edited by M. Schutzman and J. Cohen-Cruz, London, Routledge, 1994:
p. 139.
7 Schutzman, M. and Cohen-Cruz, J. “Introduction” to Playing Boal: Theatre, Therapy and Activism,
edited by M. Schutzman and J. Cohen-Cruz, London, Routledge, 1994: p. 6.
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into exile (or both, as in the case of Boal); many others were simply “disappeared”.8
As it became more difficult for him to work within the institutions of mainstream
theatre, Boal began to explore the potential of theatre as a tool for education and
action at more of a grassroots level. Among his sources of inspiration at this point
were the techniques of “agit-prop” (theatre for “agitation and propaganda”) such as
the Bolsheviks had used during the early years of the Russian revolution. These were
shows that tended to involve short satirical sketches with larger-than-life stereotyped
characters (“Uncle Sam”, “The Army”, “The Boss”), tableaux vivants, acrobatic
displays of “people power”, rousing musical numbers to hammer out the show’s
“message” and so forth. Boal and his colleagues attempted to align themselves with
the most oppressed groups in society, for instance by taking an agit-prop work about
the exploitation of rural workers on tour through the villages of North East Brazil
where the audiences were mostly composed of poor and often illiterate peasants.

When discussing in hindsight this approach to popular/political theatre, Boal makes
two very important points of self-criticism. First, he and his actors—as much as they
were sympathetic to the concerns of rural workers, blacks, women and so on—were
themselves mainly white, male, middle-class, well-educated young people from the
city. Rarely had they experienced first-hand the kind of oppression described in their
agit-prop plays. Second, there was a sense in which the plays preached a political
strategy which the actors themselves—when push came to shove—were not prepared
to follow. Boal recalls most vividly a brief post-performance argument with one
peasant worker who reprimands the visiting theatre troupe as follows: “So, when you
true artists talk of the blood that must be spilt [to save our land], this blood you talk
about spilling—it’s our blood you mean, not yours, isn’t that so?”9

Forced to acknowledge the contradictory, top-down didacticism in his use of agit-
prop, Boal started to move away from theatre-as-product—the carefully rehearsed
“show” where audiences see only the end result of the theatre workers’
labour—towards theatre-as-process: an open-ended process in which community
participants are invited to explore their own understandings of selected themes and
issues through a range of interactive theatre games, exercises and genres. While
Forum Theatre is certainly the best-known of these, it is only one part of what Boal
refers to as the complete “arsenal” of “Theatre of the Oppressed” techniques, which
have now been taken up world-wide by theatre groups, political activists and
community workers, involved in education, health and welfare programs,
development projects and the like.

Boal’s most significant book, Theatre of the Oppressed (first published in 1974 and
since translated into over twenty different languages) describes in detail some early
experiments with these theatre workshop techniques.10 By its very title, the book also
acknowledges the extent of Boal’s debt to his compatriot and contemporary, the
educator Paulo Freire (whose Pedagogy of the Oppressed had appeared two years

                                                  
8 For more details on Boal’s personal experience of censorship and political torture, see his recently
published memoirs: Boal, A. Hamlet and The Baker’s Son: My Life in Theatre and Politics. London,
Routledge, 2001. Useful coverage of this period in Boal’s career is also offered by Babbage, F.
Augusto Boal. London, Routledge (Performance Practitioners Series), 2004.
9 Boal, A. The Rainbow of Desire: The Boal Method of Theatre and Therapy. London, Routledge,
1995: p. 3.
10 Boal, A. Theatre of the Oppressed. London, Pluto Press, 1979.
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before). While Boal and Freire never collaborated directly on any project, the
connections between them are very close. Freire grew up among, and first tested his
educational theories with, the same impoverished peasant communities of North East
Brazil where Boal’s agit-prop theatre had foundered. Like Boal, Freire was forced
into exile when the military dictatorship realised the political implications of the
national literacy program he had begun to establish in the early 1960s (remembering
that this was a time when illiterates were denied the right to vote in Brazilian
elections). Freire’s teaching methods also provided the template for a national literacy
campaign in Peru in the 1970s on which Boal worked during the early part of his
political exile: a number of the techniques documented in Theatre of the Oppressed
came out of the workshops that Boal was invited to run as a complement to the
explicit literacy skills-training of this campaign.

It is clear, moreover, that Boal and Friere developed their ideas within a shared
philosophical and ideological framework, as evidenced by the numerous references
they both make to thinkers such as Erich Fromm and Franz Fanon, to Liberation
Theology and to iconic figures in the discourse of revolutionary socialism such as Che
Guevara and Mao-Tse Tung. At the heart of the argument advanced in Boal’s books is
a demand for social, as well as theatrical, revolution: the “means of theatrical
production” should belong to those who are disenfranchised and exploited by the
dominant classes; theatre should provide not only an opportunity for political
consciousness-raising but also a space where each participant rehearses real actions to
be carried out in the context of his or her most immediate experiences of oppression.
In short: “The poetics of the oppressed is essentially the poetics of liberation: the
spectator no longer delegates power to the characters either to think or to act in his
place. The spectator frees himself; he thinks and acts for himself! Theatre is action!
Perhaps the theatre is not revolutionary in itself; but have no doubts, it is a rehearsal
of revolution”.11

The relevance of this Marxist legacy for contemporary Boal-based theatre practice has
been hotly debated. For some commentators, the enthusiasm of “First-World”
community workers for Theatre of the Oppressed techniques seems not only
anachronistic but also ideologically suspect. The provision of (even small amounts) of
subsidy for such “revolutionary” work is sometimes taken as proof that Boal and
others have allowed themselves to be co-opted by the state: governments are really
only interested in funding such theatre projects, it is argued, to the extent that they
might distract attention from the deeper structural causes of social disadvantage.12 A
related, equally caustic line of criticism is argued by David George who asserts that
proponents of Theatre of the Oppressed in First-World settings tend to fetishise the
                                                  
11 Boal, A. Theatre of the Oppressed, p. 155.
12 For a range of views regarding Boal’s Marxist (or Post-Marxist) “credentials”, see Davis, D. and
O’Sullivan, C. “Boal and the Shifting Sands: The Un-Political Master Swimmer” in New Theatre
Quarterly, Vol. 16, No. 3, 2000: pp. 288-297; Pellarolo, S. “Transculturating Postmodernism? Augusto
Boal’s Theatre Practice Across Cultural Boundaries” in Gestos, Vol. 9, No. 17, 1994: pp. 119-212;
Schutzman, M. “Activism, Therapy or Nostalgia? Theatre of the Oppressed in NYC” in The Drama
Review (TDR), Vol. 34, No. 3, 1990: pp. 77-83; Bolt, A. “Teatro del pueblo, por el pueblo, y para el
pueblo. An Interview with Alan Bolt by Elizabeth Ruf” in The Drama Review (TDR), Vol. 26, No. 4,
1987: pp. 77-90. For a detailed case-study illustrating the manner in which Freirean pedagogical
methods have been co-opted by multinational agri-businesses targeting third-world markets, see Kidd,
R. and Kumar, K. “Co-opting Freire: A Critical Analysis of Pseudo-Freirean Adult Education” in
Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 16, Nos. 1-2, 1981: pp. 27-36.
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origin of these techniques in “authentic” third-world struggles while the techniques
themselves have become little more than “politically correct psychodrama ... for
privileged groups (eg. university students and professors) ... who are offered this
comforting illusion: all inequalities are equal.”13

Practitioners and theorists who argue for the continuing relevance of Boal’s work
have offered a variety of responses to such criticisms. First, the argument that state-
subsidy automatically entails co-optation may be contested on the basis that it relies
on an outdated, monolithic conception of the state. An alternative approach would be
to look at government funding policies in terms of ongoing discursive struggles that
make both “reactionary” and “progressive” interventions possible within the same
field. A case in point here would be the field of drug policy in Australia: on the one
hand, the official discourse of harm-minimisation has made possible, or at least
“thinkable”, such radical interventions as safe-injecting rooms and trials of
prescription heroin to registered addicts; on the other hand, the same discourse may
be invoked by politicians who want to argue for increased expenditure on law-
enforcement (“supply reduction”) strategies and abstinence-focused treatment
programs. Since the discourse of harm-minimisation is strategically ambiguous when
it comes to defining harm, one can imagine both progressive and reactionary modes
of deploying a strategy like Forum Theatre in state-sponsored drug education
programs.14

The argument that “real” oppression is more an issue in the Third World than it is in
First World settings may be rejected as similarly doctrinaire. Of course, some
oppressions are more vicious than others and in some societies there are far fewer
safeguards against, and far more serious structural causes for, systematic oppression.
Nevertheless, there is no shortage of class-based, race-based and gender-based
oppression in the First World that is every bit as vicious as in the Third World.
Furthermore, as numerous theorists have argued in relation to economic and cultural
globalisation, the very habit of dichotomising First and Third worlds is a serious
oversimplification of socio-political realities. For Boal’s part, while he has admitted
to being surprised by some of the “softer” themes which participants suggested in his
first Theatre of the Oppressed workshops in  Europe, he has also sought to maintain a
very broad definition of oppression so as to include psycho-social problems such as
loneliness and depression. Borrowing from Freire, Boal’s preferred definition is
simply to identify as oppressive any relation (between two people, two genders, two
classes, two nations etc.) where “dialogue” has been replaced by top down
“monologue”.

In addition to this definition of oppression, Boal also picked up on Paulo Freire’s
arguments about the limitations of traditional curricula. In his own literacy programs,
Freire was interested in far more than simply a method for teaching the mechanical
skills of reading and writing. Particularly for languages with such phonetically
consistent spellings as Portuguese and Spanish, these skills are not in fact too difficult
to master. The more fundamental problem with the literacy skills-training traditionally
                                                  
13 George, D. “Theatre of the Oppressed and Teatro de Arena: In and Out of Context” in Latin
American Theatre Review, Vol. 28, No. 2, 1995: pp. 39-54.
14 Dwyer, P. “Radical or Reasonable? Pedagogy and Politics in a Youth Theatre Project” in Playing the
Arts: Young People and Community, edited by R. Flowers and M. McLaughlin. Forthcoming from the
Centre for Popular Education, University of Technology, Sydney.
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offered to the disenfranchised students with whom Freire chose to work was that it
relied upon what he called the model of “banking education” in which

the students are the depositories and the teacher is the depositor. Instead of communicating,
the teacher issues communiqués and “makes deposits” which the students patiently receive,
memorise and repeat ... The scope of action allowed to the students extends only so far as
receiving, filing and storing the deposits ... In the banking concept of education, knowledge
is a gift bestowed by those who consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they
consider to know nothing.15

Banking Education, as Freire describes it, becomes all the more alienating for
students when they are unable to recognise their own experiences in the world as
represented by this teacher-centred curriculum. As an alternative to banking
education’s monologic structure (“I speak—you listen; I teach—you learn”), Freire
advocates therefore a pedagogy grounded in dialogic exchange. In order to teach, one
must be prepared to learn from students about their concerns; in order to learn, one
must be prepared to teach. Freire also stresses that this dialogue should be more about
problem-posing than problem-solving, inducing the student to question continually
what society is and what it might become. In this way, argues Freire, literacy
education becomes “transitive”: the sudent is learning to name reality at the same time
as learning to act upon it.

All of these basic Freirean concepts come into play in the development of Boal’s
work. Thus, where the early agit-prop theatre had manifestly fallen into a pedagogy of
monologue (“here is the take-home message of this play—make sure you take it
home”), the Theatre of the Oppressed workshop techniques move towards a problem-
posing dialogue (“here’s one possible solution but what other problems do we now
see?”). Boal also coins the umbrella term “spect-actor” to describe participants in a
workshop, emphasising how the roles of actor and spectator should become
interchangeable. In order to see more clearly how these pedagogical ideas are put into
theatrical practice, we turn now to the design of a “typical” Forum Theatre event.

2.2 Serious Play: The Mechanics of Forum Theatre
Forum Theatre is perhaps most usefully described as a “theatrical debate” between
those on stage and those in the auditorium, mediated by someone playing the role of
“joker” (Boal’s alternative term for the more anodyne “facilitator”: if anything, he
argues, this person should be a “difficultator”, someone to keep asking hard questions
of the audience, someone to introduce a “wild card” element into the debate). The
basic structure of a Forum event is quite straightforward. To begin with, a group of
actors present a short play in which the protagonist struggles—but ultimately fails—to
overcome some form of oppression. The audience is asked to “watch with a critical
eye” the tactics by which the protagonist tries to break their oppression, the way the
situation develops through a number of crises and how it finishes in catastrophe.16 By
crisis, Boal understands a moment of both “danger” and “opportunity.” By
catastrophe, he effectively means an outcome that the audience will want to

                                                  
15 Freire, P. Pedagogy of the Oppressed, pp. 45-46.
16 The phrase “watch with a critical eye” is the preferred choice of words for jokers/facilitators working
with Headlines Theatre Company in Vancouver.  Headlines Co. has been a major disseminator of Boal-
based work throughout North America and maintains a very useful website:
<www.headlinestheatre.com/intro.htm>.
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challenge: something which is going to distress, anger or otherwise provoke members
of the audience to want to participate—as spect-actors rather than passive
onlookers—in rehearsing ways to achieve a better outcome for the protagonist.

This open rehearsal process makes up the second part of the event. The actors begin a
repeat performance but this time any spect-actor who wants to try an alternative
strategy may call out to stop the action, enter the performance area and take over the
role of the character “with whom they are in solidarity.” An improvisation then
follows in which the other actors, responding in character, either support or resist the
spect-actor’s intervention, in such a way as to test the limits of the new strategy. After
the improvisation has run its course, the actor who was replaced resumes his or her
role and the performance picks up again from where it left off so that other spect-
actors can try out different strategies. The forum proceeds in this manner for as long
as everyone is willing and able to play, the objective being not so much to arrive at a
definitive solution but rather “a pooling of knowledge, tactics and experience”, at
least some of which, it is hoped, might be usefully applied to situations encountered
“in the real world”.17 Of course, herein lies the rub: what precisely is the relationship
between actions performed on stage and those which might occur outside the theatre?
Are the interventions of spect-actors in forum a palliative substitute for real action or
a real step towards such action?

Whenever the efficacy of Forum Theatre as a catalyst for social change is mooted,
discussion almost invariably turns to such questions. Boal’s view is that the spect-
actors’ interventions—although only a rehearsal—nevertheless involve very real
actions in and of themselves. A spect-actor who role-plays making a disclosure of
domestic violence to a neighbour, for instance, must confront at least some of the
difficulties that a domestic violence survivor experiences in reality: when and where
is a good place to talk? does it feel safe to talk to this person? etc. As with any kind of
theatre, the actions rehearsed in Forum Theatre are simultaneously actions in the real
world (the here and now of performance, the social context in which performance
takes place) and actions in an imaginary world (the “what if” of performance, what
the here and now of this society could become). What makes Forum Theatre different
is that this duality is so explicitly thematised. The intensity and flow of the dramatic
fiction is deliberately broken by interventions and/or discussion, so that the
“performance” never entirely moves out of rehearsal mode. Hence, the audience is
continually reminded of the contingency of actions portrayed on stage and encouraged
to make careful judgments about how they may or may not apply in real life.

2.3 Manipulating the Dramaturgical Model
The performance shown at the start of a Forum Theatre session offers a model of
reality or, as it is sometimes called in Boalian jargon, an “anti-model”, the image of a
reality to be rejected. First, the audience is invited to comment on the veracity of this
model (is the protagonist’s situation believable? are there details which need to be
changed in order to better represent the local context?). Second—insofar as the model
is judged true to life—the audience is invited to transform it. The dramaturgy of the
model remains, however, a very significant factor in constraining or enabling the
scope and variety of alternative realities modelled by the intervening spect-actors.

                                                  
17 Jackson, A. “Translator’s Introduction” to Games for Actors and Non-Actors by A. Boal. London,
Routledge, 1992: p. xxi.
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Essentially, the task for the audience is to rewrite the original scenario while
respecting, as far as possible, the distinctive traits of each character and the limits of
the “given circumstances” (interventions which stray too far from these givens are
often referred to as “magic”).

Rather than completely overturn the initial situation, the ensuing debate thus fleshes
out dramaturgical possibilities which are inherent in the model (and which, to a
certain extent, are likely to have been anticipated by the actors who devised it).
Through the spect-actors’ interventions, what Boal calls the “loch-ness” mysteries of
the various characters in the model are gradually revealed. Where, for instance, the
relationship between the oppressed protagonist and their antagonist/oppressor is one
of simple binary opposition, the interventions reveal extra layers to these characters
(what might x do if y does z? how far would x be prepared to go?). Where the model
involves more than one oppressed character and more than one oppressor, or includes
some “non-aligned” characters, the interventions tend to suggest how various strategic
alliances might help or hinder the protagonist’s cause.

There is some scope for altering the basic dramaturgical formula but the overriding
assumption in Forum Theatre is that the audience will align themselves empathically
with the oppressed protagonist and that this character will be seen as the principal
agent for change (on the grounds that the oppressor/antagonist is already getting what
he or she wants). Hence, the make-up of the audience is crucial. The less closely
connected the theatre-makers are to the communities from which their audiences are
drawn, the more important becomes the role of intermediary organisations (eg.
unions, welfare groups, schools) in defining a target audience. And the more widely
the net is cast in terms of prospective audiences, the less homogenous they will be and
the more problematic the choice of protagonist in the model becomes. Whose struggle
will the audience be asked to identify with? On what basis, for example, is it
appropriate for a male spect-actor to replace a female protagonist? Or for someone
from a dominant social group to take over the part of someone from an oppressed
ethnic minority?

As a guiding principle, Boal argues that “only spect-actors who are victims of the
same oppression as the character (by identity or by analogy) can replace the oppressed
protagonist . . . [otherwise] we manifestly fall into theatre of advice; one person
showing another what to do—the old evangelical theatre.”18 However, this raises
further questions: on what grounds is identity to be asserted? what kind of analogies
are appropriate? For instance, following a common Marxist analysis, the oppression
of women is often regarded as symptomatic of a more general, class-based
oppression. Applied to Forum Theatre, this would suggest that working-class male
spect-actors might be encouraged to take the part of an oppressed female
protagonist—19a proposition which becomes highly problematic if, say, male sexual
violence is the issue.

In practice, many jokers will try to hand all such decisions back over to the
audience—for example, by asking female audience members to indicate whether they
                                                  
18 Boal, A. Games for Actors and Non-Actors, pp. 240-242 (emphasis added).
19 MacKinnon, C. “Feminism, Marxism, Method, and the State: An Agenda for Theory” in Feminist
Theory: A Critique of Ideology, edited by N. Keohane, M. Rosaldo and B. Gelpi. London and Chicago,
University of Chicago Press, 1982: pp. 1-29.
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think it would be useful to see a man replace a female protagonist. The same applies
to situations where an audience member wants to replace the antagonist. Strictly
speaking, this is against the rules of Forum but it does happen, particularly when
Forum Theatre is being used to explore the dynamics of a dysfunctional relationship
which both parties might conceivably be committed to improving, rather than to
contest such “hot” issues as unilateral gender-based or racially-based oppression. As
well as occasionally allowing the antagonist to be replaced, there are at least two other
ways in which the dramaturgical structure of Forum may be opened up so as to
accommodate a potentially diverse group of spect-actors. Firstly, the model may be
structured around various chains of oppression, showing how the antagonist in one
scene could be the oppressed protagonist of another situation. Secondly, there is the
option of placing within the model one or more characters who—although not directly
affected themselves—are witnesses to the oppression taking place: for some spect-
actors, the most obvious way to show their solidarity with the protagonist is to replace
those who act as “powerless observers” in the model and to challenge their inaction.

2.4 Setting the Agenda: The “Joker” as Pedagogue; Institutional and Political
Affiliations
In performance, any negotiations over dramaturgy, and whether or not certain
interventions are admissible, reveal the extent of the joker’s powers as a mediator
between stage and auditorium. Acknowledging this, Boal suggests the following rules
of conduct:

1. Jokers must avoid all actions which could manipulate or influence the audience. They must
not draw conclusions which are not self-evident. They must always open the possible
conclusions to debate, stating them in an interrogative rather than an affirmative form.
2. Jokers personally decide nothing. They spell out the rules of the game, but in complete
acceptance from the outset that the audience may alter them, if it is deemed necessary for the
study of the proposed subject.
3. The joker must constantly be relaying doubts back to the audience so that it is they who
make the decisions. Does this particular solution work or not? Is this right or wrong?
4. Jokers must watch out for all “magic” solutions. They can interrupt the spect-
actor/protagonist’s action if they consider this action to be magic, not ruling that it is magic,
but rather asking the audience to decide.20

What Boal describes here is an ideal to which no doubt all jokers would agree they
aspire; once again, however, there is no avoiding the fact that, in practice, the joker
must lead the debate. And whatever words he or she chooses to explain the rules of
Forum, to invite discussion of a particular intervention or to raise the issue of magic,
this choice is always ideologically loaded. By way of example, it is worth noting the
extent to which Boal himself wavers over terminology when suggesting how the joker
should direct the audience to focus on the behaviour of the protagonist in the model.
Here is one version from Games for Actors and Non-Actors:

The original solutions proposed by the protagonist must contain at the very least one political
or social error, which will be analysed during the Forum session. These errors must be
clearly expressed and carefully rehearsed, in well defined situations . . . The audience is
informed that the first step is to take the protagonist’s place whenever he or she is making a
mistake.21

                                                  
20 Boal, A. Games for Actors and Non-Actors, pp. 232-233 (emphasis in the original).
21 Boal, A. Games for Actors and Non-Actors, pp. 18-20 (emphasis added).
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And here is another version from the same source:

If we inform our spect-actors that the protagonist of our anti-model has committed an error,
this implies that we think the protagonist has taken the wrong approach. However, this is for
the spect-actor to say, not for us. Consequently, the right way of expressing this is to say that
in the anti-model, we have doubts about the way the oppressed protagonist behaved.22

Given the emphasis, in the first version, on the protagonist’s errors, it is hardly
surprising that Forum Theatre has been criticised for its tendency to lead the audience
into blaming the victim. As for the second version, while showing that Boal is attuned
to these concerns, it invites nevertheless a further criticism, namely that the joker who
does not fully disclose his or her point of view is possibly being more disingenuous
than democratic.

This is, in fact, the core dilemma for the joker: on the one hand, he or she is supposed
to remain absolutely neutral with respect to evaluating the various strategies proposed
by spect-actors; on the other hand, he or she is charged with the responsibility for
promoting what Boal calls ascesis—that is, training the audience to recognise the
more general structures of oppression of which the particular situation represented in
the model is merely one instance. At what point, to what degree and in what manner
should the joker share with the audience his or her own social and political analysis of
the protagonist’s situation? What happens if the joker starts to have “doubts” about
the behaviour of the intervening spect-actors and these doubts are not shared by the
audience?

Boal clearly expects that the joker should be taking sides as far as political goals are
concerned:

We utter the first word and this first word is essentially political: we launch a debate; we have
a very clear and very marked bias; if the spectators do not agree with this goal, no dialogue
will be possible, no Forum will be possible . . . Forum is an exploration of tactics, of
strategies—not of goals.23

He also accepts that these overriding goals are generally established well in advance
of the actual Forum, as part of the process whereby Theatre of the Oppressed
practitioners enter into partnerships with community groups and activists, with trade
unions, with health, education and welfare organisations and with likely institutional
sponsors.24 Hence, in order to understand what constraints there may be with respect
to the potential strategies and desired outcomes of any given Forum project, it is
essential to note the role of these partners in setting a political agenda.

                                                  
22 Boal, A. Games for Actors and Non-Actors, p. 232.
23 Boal, A. “Rectifications et ratifications nécessaries et urgentes” in Théatre de l’Opprimé: Bulletin
d’information du Centre d’étude et de diffusion des techniques actives d’expression (Méthodes Boal),
No. 9 (March), 1983: p. 46 (our translation).
24 Boal, A. “Rectifications et ratifications”, pp. 46-47.
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2.5 Summary of the Issues in this Chapter
To summarise the issues raised so far, when community workers adopt Forum Theatre
as a method, they must negotiate often quite complex problems in the following three
areas:

Dramaturgy
There are two main issues here: first, the decision to focus on particular characters as
protagonist and antagonist in the forum scenario (taking into account the composition
of the audience); second, the possibility that the schematic model of the scenario, with
its binary opposition between oppressor and oppressed roles, may be too reductionist
and may not suit the investigation of particular social and/or therapeutic problems.

Pedagogy
The joker is not and can never be, a completely neutral “cipher” for the views of all
members of the audience. This is a teaching role, the challenge being to promote
ascesis and critical understanding without manipulating the audience.

Institutional Politics
Theatre of the Oppressed is not the sort of unconstrained, ideal “people’s theatre” in
which any and all ideas about social change can be tested. The challenge, here, is to
establish common cause between theatre practitioners, their partner organisations and
sponsors, bearing in mind that people working in different roles and in different
institutional contexts within the broad health, education and welfare sector will often
be influenced by different and competing discourses in relation to social policy and
change.25

These overarching issues will be the subject of further commentary, in Chapter 8
below, when we consider the more generalisable points to come out of our evaluation
of “Legal Theatre”. Now, however, we must introduce the project, placing it in the
context of other legal services and education initiatives.

                                                  
25 Dwyer, Paul. “Making Bodies Talk in Forum Theatre” in Research in Drama Education. Vol. 9, No.
2 (September), 2004: pp. 199-210.
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3 .  SOUTH WEST SYDNEY LEGAL CENTRE’S “LEGAL THEATRE”
PROJECT

3.1 The project in the context of other SWSLC activities
South West Sydney Legal Centre is based in Liverpool but provides services across
the three local government areas of Liverpool, Bankstown and Fairfield, as well as
parts of Holroyd. The region is geographically vast and home to more than half a
million people from an extremely diverse range of cultural backgrounds: 45% of
residents were born overseas, with over 150 countries represented, and 56% speak a
language other than English in their homes (compared to national averages of 22%
and 20%, respectively).26 Many residents have only recently settled in Australia,
including a high proportion of people who have entered the country either through
family reunion or humanitarian/refugee programs.

As with other Community Legal Centres in Australia, the activities of South West
Sydney Legal Centre may be broken down into three main strands:27

Legal Advice
SWSLC is currently funded to employ one principal and one generalist solicitor who
are able to offer clients free advice and representation in a wide range of areas,
including (but not restricted to) victims’ compensation, discrimination, neighbour
disputes, consumer complaints, debt, employment, personal injuries, welfare benfits,
family law and domestic violence. SWSLC employs another solicitor to offer
specialised Child Support Services and also auspices the Women’s Domestic
Violence Court Assistance Scheme (WDVCAS) through which women coming to
Liverpool and Fairfield local courts are able to receive assistance in various matters
such as making a request for an Apprehended Violence Order (AVO).

Clients are able to access these SWSLC services through a number of channels:
telephone advice is available at regular times; drop-in appointments are accepted all
day Fridays and booked appointments may be made for other days. The Centre also
provides outreach services through partner organisations such as the Bankstown
Women’s Health Centre and the Aboriginal Legal Service. Over half of SWSLC
clients are recipients of Social Security benefits, with the majority of referrals coming
through the Legal Aid Commission, Government departments (eg. Centrelink), Local
Courts, Community Health Centres, and other community organisations (eg. Migrant
Resource Centres).

Legal Reform
SWSLC participates actively in law reform and policy development: in 2002-2003,
for instance, the Centre made submissions to the Law Reform Commission regarding
proposed changes to the system for obtaining AVOs and also contributed to the
“Settlement Services Review” conducted by the Department of Immigration and
Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs. SWSLC has also advocated strongly on behalf
of clients who are not receiving Child Support payments to which they are entitled:
                                                  
26 Australian Bureau of Statistics. “A Snapshot of Australia” and “2001 Census Basic Community
Profile and Snapshot: 10525 Fairfield-Liverpool Statistical Subdivision & 105200350 Bankstown
Statistical Local Area”. 2001 Census Data. ABS Online Database.
27 The following summary draws mainly from the SWSLC Annual Report, 2002-2003.
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for example, by encouraging clients to join a class action for enforcement of Child
Support, through direct requests to the Child Support Agency concerning its policies
and practices and through submissions to the Commonwealth Government.

Legal Education
In addition to the “Legal Theatre” project, educational activities undertaken by
SWSLC include: distribution of promotional materials and up-to-date fact sheets on
specific areas of law (available in English and in major community languages);
appearances on community radio stations and a regular column in the local newspaper
to discuss common legal problems; CLE workshops tailored to the interests and needs
of workers in community organisations such as Migrant Resource Centres (eg. a
program on “Law for Non-Lawyers”); invited presentations to community
associations (eg. neighbourhood centres, local libraries, support groups for carers of
the aged or disabled) and representation of SWSLC services at major community
gatherings (eg. events around International Women’s Day). A major priority is to
strengthen SWSLC’s community outreach program by forming strategic partnerships
with other service providers and it is in this context that the Centre’s part-time CLE
worker, Visakesa (Vissa) Chandrasekaram, first conceived of the “Legal Theatre”
project .

3.2 The legal needs of Migrants and Refugees
Demand for SWSLC services is high. In 2002-2003, legal services were provided to
3113 clients and a further 3644 women accessed the Domestic Violence Court
Assistance Scheme. Analysis of the SWSLC’s client database suggests that the Centre
is currently accessed by a wide and culturally diverse cross-section of the population
(eg. 37% of the women assisted through WDVCAS were from a non-English
speaking background). It has been identified, however, that recently arrived migrants
and refugees are at greater disadvantage in accessing services than other community
groups.

Precise data concerning refugees who have settled in South West Sydney are not
easily obtained but some of the available figures are striking: during 1997-
2001—from the pool of humanitarian/refugee migrants who were (a) assessed at
intake as speaking little or no English and (b) intent on settling in Sydney—nearly
3,500 (or 22%) gave Fairfield as their intended place of residence; Liverpool was the
next most commonly cited intended address, attracting nearly 3,000 (or 19%) of
humanitarian/refugee migrants in these categories.28 In August 2003, according to
reasonable estimates, 600-700 refugees on Temporary Protection Visas (TPVs) were
residents of Fairfield LGA alone, representing about 15% of all TPV holders in New
South Wales.29 Many refugees on TPVs do not have the right to work and are unable
to access Medicare or services otherwise provided to refugees through Centrelink,
making these people particularly vulnerable in terms of social and legal problems.

The need for specific CLE strategies for recently arrived migrants and refugees of
non-English speaking background has been argued in frequent anecdotal reports from
the solicitors at SWSLC and other legal centres; it is also a recurring theme in advice
                                                  
28 Fairfield City Council. State of the Community Report, 2003: p. 16.
29 Fairfield City Council. State of the Community Report, p. 16. Council’s estimates are based on
information provided to parliament by the Minister for Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous
Affairs (Australian House of Representatives Hansard, 16 June 2003) and data from Centrelink.
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coming to SWSLC through the local Migrants’ Services Interagency Network.
Furthermore, it echoes strongly the findings of previous research. In 1992, the Law
Reform Commission reported that “barriers to accessing information are greater for
people whose language is not English, who are used to different methods of acquiring
knowledge or who are used to a different legal system.”30 As well as confirming this
conclusion about non-English speaking migrants and their lack of legal knowledge,
more recent studies have emphasised the lack of trust that migrants and refugees may
have in whatever legal services are available. Based on wide consultation with
community and non-government organisations in the sector, Schetzer and Henderson
report the following as the most significant barriers to accessing legal services for
people of “culturally and linguistically diverse” (CALD) background:

 Language barriers and a lack of interpreters and translated materials;
 Low literacy;
 High levels of literacy required for dealing with the legal system;
 Racism;
 Lack of awareness of services and procedures;
 Lack of understanding of legal systems and processes;
 Lack of access to computers and computer literacy;
 Fear of authority, particularly for immigrants from war torn countries;
 Lack of personal services.31

While these barriers are relevant to all migrants and refugees with little or no English,
it has been argued that migrant or refugee women—to the extent that they are more
socially isolated than spouses and fiancés, upon whom they may depend for
information—are in the most vulnerable position.32

All of the reports cited here have argued strongly the need for carefully targeted and
designed community legal education to help overcome these language, cultural and
gender barriers. However, Schetzer and Henderson also note the following sorts of
observation by service providers: “Because of the inadequate funding and the demand
for individual ‘advices’, [Community Legal Centres] can sometimes be ‘trapped’ into
emphasising this aspect of their service to the detriment of targeted legal education,
community involvement and law reform.”33

3.3 Development of the “Legal Theatre” Project: Goals and Intended Outcomes
It has already been noted that Forum Theatre, as a possible means of addressing the
legal access issues above, was introduced to SWSLC by the CLE Coordinator, Vissa
Chandrasekaram. Vissa is well-qualified to have launched such an initiative: prior to
having himself recently migrated to Australia, he worked as a lawyer and human
rights activist in Sri Lanka where he frequently used theatre techniques on “peace-

                                                  
30 Australian Law Reform Commission. Multiculturalism and the Law. Report No. 57, Canberra, 1992:
p. 20.
31 Schetzer, L. and Henderson, M. Access to Justice and Legal Needs: A Project to Identify Legal
Needs, Pathways and Barriers for Disadvantaged People in NSW (Stage 1: Consultations). Report to
the Law and Justice Foundation of New South Wales, Sydney 2003: p.15.
32 Women’s Legal Resources Centre. Quarter Way to Equal: A Report on Barriers to Access to Legal
Services for Migrant Women. Sydney, WLRC, 1994.
33 Submission from North and North West Community Legal Service, cited in Schetzer, L. and
Henderson, J. Access to Justice and Legal Needs, p. 35.
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building” projects. He is also a published playwright, with works having been staged
both in Sri Lanka and Australia. In order to create a pilot version of “Legal Theatre”,
Vissa obtained a small amount of funding from the Liverpool Community
Development Support Expenditure Scheme (the scheme popularly known as “clubs’
money” which is managed by council but financed by clubs as a quid-pro-quo under
their poker machine licensing agreements). This funding was sufficient for SWSLC to
employ three actors on a casual basis to work under Vissa’s direction. In addition to
their professional theatre experience, the actors—Liliana Correa, Angel Boudjbiha
and Gorkem Acaroglu—are all from migrant backgrounds (one is a quite recently
arrived refugee) and have done community development work for organisations such
as Migrant Resource Centres. Each actor is fluent in at least one language other than
English (Spanish, French or Arabic, and Turkish, respectively). These three actors
were also retained for the second season of “Legal Theatre”, the subject of detailed
evaluation in Chapters 5 through to 8.

The pilot version of “Legal Theatre” involved close consultation with staff and
students from the University of Western Sydney English Language Centre
(UWSELC), a major provider of language tuition to migrants and refugees in
Liverpool through the Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP). To stimulate
discussion with a group of 15 students, Vissa and the actors presented brief theatrical
vignettes showing some of the problems migrants might encounter. The students
themselves then formed small groups and devised their own problem scenarios for the
actors to take away and develop.  The students’ suggestions included a wide range of
problems related to immigration laws (visa conditions etc.); a situation in which a
migrant with minimal English-speaking ability is involved in conflict over a car
accident; and a scenario in which a migrant is misled into signing a contract with an
unscrupulous mobile phone company. The resulting Forum Theatre
production—entitled “My Name is Not Akmed”—combined several of the students’
suggestions into a larger scenario about the laws relating to unfair dismissal,
following additional feedback from the SWSLC solicitors about the sort of cases for
which they most often give advice.

There were three performances of “My Name is Not Akmed” between March and
May 2003: one at Liverpool Library for approximately 200 students from the English
Language Centre; one at the Liverpool Migrant Resource Centre Open Day, attended
by approximately 150 clients and community workers; and one at the SWSLC Open
Day, where about 70 people, mostly community workers, were present. There was
strong and favourable word-of-mouth feedback from community workers and staff at
the English Language Centre about the potential of Forum Theatre. The response of
ELC students to a simple in-house questionnaire administered by Vissa was also
positive, with a clear majority of students indicating that they had “enjoyed” and
“understood” the play.

Following this pilot version of the project, SWSLC applied to the Law and Justice
Foundation of NSW for funding to undertake a second, more elaborate season of
“Legal Theatre” This application was successful and the Foundation committed
$14,000 to the project, the bulk of which, as noted earlier, was allocated to actors’
fees: $10,000 to cover a combined total of 250 hours during which actors were
involved in consultations, script development, rehearsals and performances. The key
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goals, processes and intended outcomes for the project may be summarised as
follows:34

Goals
 To identify priority legal issues for recently arrived migrant and refugee

communities living in South West Sydney;
 To increase awareness of the legal resources and support services available to

members of the target group;
 To empower disadvantaged communities by encouraging them to access the

legal system;
 To overcome language barriers and other cultural barriers which members of

the target group face by using innovative education strategies.

Processes
 Conducting two group consultation meetings (combining conventional focus

group methodologies and some theatre-based activities: eg. improvised role-
plays) with community members from the target group;

 Consulting also with community workers in close contact with members of the
target group;

 Interviewing at least five community workers attached to the Domestic
Violence Court Assistance Scheme and two SWSLC solicitors;

 Identifying and prioritising the legal education needs and topics for legal
education through these consultations and interviews;

 Producing a short theatre piece on the identified issues which will be reviewed
at rehearsal stage by solicitors and DVCAS workers to check that legal
information remains accurate and accessible;

 Organising five public performances to deliver legal education. Solicitors
from SWSLC and community workers from DVCAS will participate as actors
or presenters at events and, if needed, comment on the legal problems and
remedies being debated by audience members;

 Identifying community events, such as “Open Days” and festivals, as possible
opportunities for more public performances.

Outcomes
 Members of the target group and relevant community workers to be engaged

in consultation workshops run by the CLE Coordinator;
 Legal issues identified in consultations to be recorded, collated and analysed

by CLE Coordinator;
 Key topics to be included in the script for Forum Theatre shows;
 Five Forum Theatre shows to be performed, directly involving a combined

total audience of at least 200 people from the target group;
 Spectators to be invited to bring issues to the forum and explore different

dimensions of the legal issues raised;
 Spectators also to be invited to speak about or act out onstage their proposed

solutions to the problems raised;
                                                  
34 This summary synthesises two documents outlining the goals, processes and outcomes of this
project. The first is the original funding submission to the Law and Justice Foundation. The second is a
clarifying document entitled “Legal Theatre: Work Plan” prepared by Vissa Chandrasekaram, in
consultation with staff from the Law and Justice Foundation, after funding had been awarded to the
project.
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 Relevant legal information to be distributed in multilingual brochures.

Having now introduced the SWSLC project, we turn in the next chapter to our plan
for evaluating key aspects of the project, not only in terms of the goals, process and
outcomes stated above but also in relation to current understandings of best practice in
the delivery of CLE.
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4. EVALUATING THE PROJECT: METHODOLOGY

4.1 Aims and Overall Framework of the Evaluation
In general terms, this report deals with the “Legal Theatre” project’s strengths and
weaknesses as an educational process. In other words, we are reporting on the extent
to which this theatre-based method was successful in reaching, and engaging the
interests of, its particular target audience. We want to know whether or not the
spectators (or “spect-actors” to use Boal’s term) experienced the Forum Theatre
performances as useful, relevant and potentially empowering. Much of the evaluation
is qualitative, based on ethnographic observation and interviews, although some
quantitative data—to do with the size and composition of audiences; the number of
spect-actor interventions in performance and the results of a post-performance
questionnaire—has also been included and analysed. The various components of the
evaluation are explained in detail below.

It is worth clarifying at the outset that—apart from occasional anecdotal
evidence—we are not reporting on issues such as whether or not the project had a
direct flow-on effect in terms of the number of spectators who subsequently availed
themselves of SWSLC services or who took out an AVO etc. From a pragmatic point
of view, there were not sufficient funds for the mid-term and long-term follow-up that
this kind of evaluation would entail.  There are also obvious methodological
difficulties with this approach, such as the impossibility of controlling variables: an
increase in referral rates could be the result of legislative changes or economic
downturn as opposed to direct experience of the “Legal Theatre” project. For SWSLC
staff, the project was more about providing education for migrants and refugees who
might need legal support than about reaching people who are already in crisis
situations.

As well as wanting to assess “Legal Theatre” in terms of its own stated goals and
intended outcomes, we have been mindful of two other considerations. First, insofar
as “Legal Theatre” is a specifically theatre-based approach to CLE, it is desirable to
focus some of the evaluation quite broadly on issues that have already been identified
as potentially problematic in the theory and practice of Forum Theatre. These
issues—to do with dramaturgical choices, pedagogical style and institutional
affiliations—were raised in Chapter 2 above and are the subject of further comment in
Chapter 8 below. Second, however, insofar as “Legal Theatre” has generic features in
common with most other CLE projects, it is important to look at the project in terms
of accepted guidelines for the delivery of CLE.

The National CLE Advisory Group has recommended a set of 13 objectives as core
principles to be considered in the planning and execution of all CLE projects.35 While
many of these objectives are the focus of specific, detailed comment in our
evaluation, others are the subject of more general discussion throughout the report or
require only a summary response. The following table is a guide to show how and
where each of the 13 objectives are considered:

                                                  
35 National CLE Advisory Group. “Guidelines for the Management of Community Legal Education
Practice.” August,1995. Available via <http://www.naclc.org.au/pubs_guidelines.html> (last accessed
December 2005). Also included as Appendix G of this report.
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National Guidelines for
Delivery of CLE

Relevant Sections of Report

1.  CLE should be relevant to
the community and respond to a
need.

Section 3.2 The Legal Needs of Migrants and Refugees
Section 5.1 Focusing the Project on Domestic Violence
Section 5.3 Consultation Process
Section 7.3.i Relevance of the Issue

2.  CLE should be targeted to
specific audiences.

Section 3.2 The Legal Needs of Migrants and Refugees
Section 5.3 Consultation Process
Section 6.1 The Audience
Section 7.1.i Demographic Information

3.  CLE should be accessible to
those who need it.

Section 3.1 The Project in the Context of Other SWSLC Activities
Section 5.3 Consultation Process
Section 6.4 Other Modes of Involvement
Section 7.2.ii Comprehension Barriers
Section 7.3.iv Getting Involved-Barriers and Benefits to
Participation

4.  CLE should be appropriate
to the targeted community.

Section 3.2 The Legal Needs of Migrants and Refugees
Section 5.3 Consultation Process
Section 7.2.iv Participation in the Event and Application of the
Solutions Presented

5.  CLE should be based on
consultation and participation
with the targeted community.

Section 3.3 Development of the “Legal Theatre” Project: Goals and
Intended Outcomes
Section 5.3 Consultation Process

6.  CLE should consider
initiatives currently available.

Section 3.1 The Project in the Context of Other SWSLC Activities
Section 3.3 Development of the “Legal Theatre” Project: Goals and
Intended Outcomes

7.  CLE should be coordinated. Section 3.3 Development of the “Legal Theatre” Project” Goals and
Intended Outcomes
Section 5.2 Key Partners and their Roles

8.  CLE initiatives should be
trialed and tested.

Section 3.3 Development of the “Legal Theatre” Project: Goals and
Intended Outcomes

9.  CLE should be documented. Section 4.2 Observational Data from Consultations, Rehearsal and
Performances
Chapter 6 Performances: Description and Analysis

10. CLE should be evaluated. Chapter 4 Evaluating the Project: Methodology
Chapter 7 Audience Questionnaires and Interview Responses
Chapter 8 Main Findings, Points for Discussion and
Recommendations

11. CLE should be conducted
by those with appropriate skills.

Section 3.3 Development of the “Legal Theatre” Project: Goals and
Intended Outcomes
Section 5.2 Key Partners and their Roles
Section 5.4 Developing the Forum Theatre Performance

12. CLE should be informed by
community development
practice.

Section 2.1 Politics and Pedagogy in the “Theatre of the Oppressed”
Section 3.3 Development of the “Legal Theatre” Project: Goals and
Intended Outcomes
Section 5.2 Key Partners and their Roles
Section 5.3 Consultation Process

13. CLE should be informed by
other disciplines when
considering service delivery.

Section 1.1 The Pursuit of Community Legal Education by
Theatrical Means?
Section 2.1 Politics and Pedagogy in the “Theatre of the Oppressed”
Section 3.3 Development of the “Legal Theatre” Project: Goals and
Intended Outcomes
Section 5.3 Consultation Process



24

4.2 Observational Data from Consultations, Rehearsals and Performances
The key issue during the early stages of the project was to identify the kinds of
research input that go into the making of the Forum Theatre performances and the
processes followed to ensure community involvement. Evaluation strategies involved
participant-observation at consultation meetings and rehearsals.

The following questions were the focus during participant observation:

 On what basis have the actors been recruited?
 What themes are taken up from the consultation sessions and how are these

incorporated into the dramaturgical structure of forum theatre?
 Are there opportunities for further consultation during the rehearsals (eg. a work-

in-progress showing)?
 What kind of stylistic choices are made in regards to staging and why?
 How is the future forum theatre audience talked about by actors in rehearsals?

What kinds of intervention/participation are foreshadowed?

During performances, evaluation was carried out using first-hand observations with a
focus on the immediate reactions of spectators to the action onstage (laughter,
applause, etc). A record was made detailing:

 The number of people who intervened;
 At what point in the scenario they did so;
 The kinds of interventions made (eg. onstage role-plays or discussion);
 The strategies and legal issues that received that most attention;
 Any discernible patterns in the profile of those who intervened (eg. could gender

or English language-proficiency an issue in terms of predicting who is more likely
to intervene in performances?).

All four performances were videotaped with two cameras–one focused on the stage
action, the other directed towards the audience to capture more subtle indicators of
their engagement with the performances (eg. laughter, applause, etc.). Video
documentation enabled us to check the initial coding of audience involvement and to
select samples of interventions for more detailed analysis.

4.3 Questionnaire Design
Immediately following each of the four performances on which this evaluation is
based, a questionnaire was distributed to all members of the audience in order to
obtain basic demographic information and feedback on a number of specific points
related to the event. The questionnaire (see Appendix B) was devised by the
evaluation team in close consultation with staff from the Law and Justice Foundation
of NSW, South West Sydney Legal Centre, and teaching staff at the Fairfield and
Cabramatta campuses of the Australian Centre for Languages (ACL).

The following demographic information was sought:

 Gender of respondent;
 Place of birth (categorised simply as “Australia or Overseas”);
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 Length of time spent living in Australia ;
 English language ability: Nearly all audience members were enrolled in ESL

classes categorised as Level One, Two or Three under AMEP guidelines. At
Level One, students are considered absolute beginners; at Level Two, they
have some basic, functional literacy; at Level Three, they have achieved
sufficient literacy, for example, to enrol in a TAFE course. (Audience
members who were not ESL students could complete an alternative version of
the questionnaire and self-rate as “Beginner, Intermediate or Advanced”.)

Feedback on the Forum Theatre event was given primarily in the form of “tick-a-box”
responses to items on a 4-point Likert scale. Respondents indicated whether they
would “strongly disagree, disagree, agree or strongly agree” with the following
statements:

 I enjoyed today’s activities.
 I understood the play.
 I understood all the discussion.
 Before today, I knew where to get legal help.
 After today, I know where to get legal help.
 In the show I could speak or act if I wanted to.
 I could try some of the solutions I saw today.

There was also space, at the bottom of the questionnaire, for an open-ended response
to the performance (“Would you like to say anything else?”).

Given the expectation that audience members would have low levels of English
language literacy (and possibly low literacy even in community languages they spoke
fluently), every effort was made to keep the questionnaire brief with a widely-spaced
format and to assist comprehension through simply worded instructions and
recognisable symbols. Teachers from Fairfield and Cabramatta ACL campuses gave
detailed advice about these aspects of the questionnaire. On their advice, the
questionnaire was translated into Arabic, Vietnamese, Chinese and Khmer versions:
the first three of these are far and away the major community languages spoken in
South West Sydney; Khmer was chosen as the language of an emerging community in
Cabramatta. Speakers of Arabic, Vietnamese, Chinese—as well as Spanish, French,
Turkish, Greek and Urdu—were able to seek help from bilingual workers in order to
complete the questionnaire.

A further document known as the Participant Information Statement (see Appendix
A) was also devised. This document provided spectators with a simple introduction to
the performance event and the evaluation project. Our concern was to ensure
spectators were aware of their right to choose not to participate in the
evaluation—either by appearing on camera or completing the questionnaire—if
desired. This document was translated into the same four languages and distributed as
audiences gathered at the beginning of the event.

4.4 Follow-up Interviews
Twenty semi-structured interviews were conducted to elicit further feedback on issues
raised in the questionnaire. Interviews also fleshed out:



26

 Actual or potential barriers to involvement;
 Perceived relevance of material provided;
 Any “trickle on” impact of the event as spectators discussed Legal Theatre

with friends or family;
 Reactions to this specific format for community education.

4.5 Implementing the Evaluation Plan
While observations of the pre-performance phases of the project were not as extensive
as initially planned, the evaluation team was able to attend two consultations and two
rehearsal sessions which are discussed below in Chapter 5. All four performances
were attended by both Jaclyn Booton and Paul Dwyer, together with a student and/or
University colleague to operate video cameras.

There were no complaints from audience members about the video cameras recording
events. However, it was difficult in one instance—the first performance, which was
held outdoors at Fairfield—to capture good quality sound for the recording and some
of the more fleeting comments of audience members were lost. Otherwise, the video
has proved very useful for the performance description and analysis detailed in
Chapter 6 below.

There were few problems with the distribution and collection of the post-performance
questionnaire, apart from a couple of minor translation errors (eg. a male silhouette
appearing next to each of the “male” and “female” boxes). These errors were quickly
picked up by the ACL bilingual support workers and other support staff who attended
the first performance; audience members were advised accordingly and the necessary
changes made to forms used for the remaining performances. No-one who responded
to the questionnaire expressed any concerns about comprehending or completing it;
the evaluation achieved a 71% response rate.

Spectators volunteered to participate in the interviews by providing their first name
and ACL group on their completed questionnaires. In total, 148 volunteers were
obtained and 20 interviews conducted. Interviews were held five or six days post-
event at the ACL campuses during class time and were documented with audio
recording equipment. Language support provided by three ACL bilingual support
workers was invaluable. Interviews were approximately ten to twenty-five minutes
long.

Given the large number of volunteers, there were no major difficulties in obtaining
follow-up interviews. The key factors determining selection of volunteers were as
follows:

 Accessibility. We had initially hoped that some interviews would be with
audience members who had attended performances of their own accord, rather
than as part of their involvement in an ESL class. While there were some
“general public” and “passer-by” spectators, particularly for the open-air
performance at Fairfield, and while some of these filled in questionnaires,
none volunteered for an interview and there was no way to pursue this
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possibility further. All 20 follow-up interviews were thus carried out with
students from Fairfield and Cabramatta ACL campuses.

 English-language proficiency. With all follow-up interview subjects being
enrolled in ESL classes, we opted for an even spread according to English-
language ability. 7 subjects were at AMEP Level One, another 7 at Level Two
and 6 at Level Three.

 Availability of Interpreters. While students at Level Three were deemed to
have sufficient English not to require an interpreter, students at Levels One
and Two needed the assistance of bilingual language-support workers.
Interviews were thus conducted in English and Arabic with students from
Fairfield ACL campus and in English, Vietnamese, Khmer or Chinese with
students from Cabramatta ACL campus.

A final round of interviews with staff from SWSLC and from the project’s partners
was conducted after the season of performances had ended to gather more information
about the other services offered through SWSLC and about the development of the
project, including the consultation, devising and rehearsal processes discussed in
Chapter 5 below.
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5. PLANNING AND DEVISING “LEGAL THEATRE”

5.1 Focusing the Project on Domestic Violence
As indicated above (Section 3.3), the Forum Theatre performances which are the
subject of this evaluation constituted  a second season of “Legal Theatre”. Unlike the
first season—where some of the focal issues and scenarios were identified only after
direct consultation with members of the target group—this second season of “Legal
Theatre” was focused from the outset on the theme of domestic violence. The
Women’s Domestic Violence Court Assistance Scheme (WDVCAS), which is
auspiced by South West Sydney Legal Centre, was a key partner throughout and the
WDVCAS Coordinator, Claudia Guajardo, worked very closely alongside the
SWSLC CLE Coordinator, Vissa Chandrasekaram,  to develop the project.

While it may seem preferable, as a rule, to carry out community consultations prior to
selecting a theme, there are valid reasons to support the proactive approach taken in
this case. In the first place, community participants might be expected to be reticent to
broach the theme of domestic violence in a relatively brief, open-formatted
consultation. In the second place, domestic violence has already been identified in the
research literature as one of the three most significant areas of legal need—along with
family law matters and immigration—for migrant and refugee women. 36 Research
also shows that friends and family are a key source of advice for people with legal
problems: targeting people who are not necessarily experiencing a problem
themselves, but who are likely to come into contact with others who are, is therefore a
valid approach. In any case, domestic violence is a large umbrella theme under which
many specific social and legal problems are relevant. The planning for this second
season of “Legal Theatre” still included consultations with other organisations and
stakeholders, enabling them to have input regarding the project’s approach to
particular aspects of domestic violence.

5.2 Key Partners and their Roles
As with the first season, this second season of “Legal Theatre” involved consultation
and collaboration between SWSLC and a number of partner organisations (in addition
to the Law and Justice Foundation of NSW). These partners included:

Law Enforcement and Legal Support Services
Police (DVLOs), Court, Legal Aid, WDVCAS

Service Providers in Other Sectors
Liverpool Women’s Health, Fairfield Community Health Centre, Liverpool Migrant
Resource Centre, Fairfield-Cabramatta MRC; Migrants’ Services Interagency
Network

Local Government and Community Centres
Venues for performances were provided by Liverpool Council (an auditorium
attached to the Library), Bankstown Council (the main theatre of the Bankstown Civic

                                                  
36 Australian Law Reform Commission. Multiculturalism and the Law, pp. 86-88; Women’s Legal
Resources Centre. Quarter Way to Equal, pp.48-51; Schetzer, L. and Henderson, J. Access to Justice
and Legal Needs, p.xxix.
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Centre), Fairfield Council (the open-air ampitheatre in Ware St. mall) and Cabramatta
Community Centre. Bankstown and Liverpool Councils provided technical assistance
along with the venues and all venue providers assisted with promoting the event.

Providers of ESL Courses to Migrants and Refugees
Australian College of Languages (Bankstown, Cabramatta and Fairfield campuses)
and the University of Western Sydney English Language Centre at Liverpool. The
role of staff at these colleges was absolutely central to the way the project was
conducted and included:

 Briefing students about the performances they would be attending and
structuring some pre- and/or post-performance language learning activities
around the theme of domestic violence;

 Bringing students to the performance venues, helping with seating
arrangements, distributing information about the project, fact sheets about
legal issues and SWSLC services, helping to distribute and collect evaluation
questionnaires.

 As well as encouraging the participation of students (eg. by explicating and/or
translating points that some of the weaker  ESL students would otherwise have
missed), the teachers and bilingual language support workers from the
colleges would also occasionally involve themselves directly in performances,
for instance by taking to the stage and role-playing a possible intervention or
by commenting on someone else’s intervention (see also section 6.4 on
“Scaffolding”).

5.3 Consultation Process
There were changes to the consultation process as it was initially outlined in the
funding submission to the Law and Justice Foundation. The intention, as noted above
in Section 3.3, had been to run two consultation meetings with community members
from the target group and one consultation with workers “in close contact with
members of the target group”, as well as interviews with SWSLC solicitors and
community workers involved in WDVCAS. It was also envisaged that these
consultations would involve a mix of discussion and theatre-based exercises.

In the end, it was not possible to organise direct consultation with women from the
target group. One of the Women’s Refuges in Liverpool hosts the meetings of a group
of women who are survivors of domestic violence and it was hoped that these women
would be able to participate. While the women indicated their willingness to be
involved in a consultation process, none of the dates for the group’s meetings
coincided with days on which the part-time CLE Coordinator was available.

Two consultation meetings were held with professional people who are involved in
working with women who have experienced, or are at risk of experiencing, domestic
violence. The format of these sessions, which is described below, did encourage
workers to report in detail on the sorts of experiences women from the target group
might face.

Consultation with Police Domestic Violence Liaison Officers
35 workers from various agencies involved with WDVCAS were invited to this
consultation session, held at Fairfield Community Health Centre on 13 August 2003.
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Despite email reminders and phone calls to follow-up the initial mailout, only three of
the invitees came: the Police Domestic Violence Liaison Officers (DVLOs) for Green
Valley, Fairfield and Cabramatta. While this was obviously a disappointing turnout, it
can also be taken as a salutary reminder of the workload pressures experienced by
domestic violence caseworkers. In the event, the session was still highly valuable as
the Police DVLOs—Jacky Lozanoska, Anne-Marie Costello and Paul
Cleary—provided a very rich account of the kind of issues that arise in moments of
crisis intervention and in subsequent court proceedings. Their perspective was also
complemented, albeit in a more limited way than planned, by those of the other
persons in attendance: Vissa Chandrasekaram, who convened the session; Heather
Nagle, a generalist solicitor for SWSLC (with a background in Child Support work);
Claudia Guajardo (WDVCAS); Liliana Correa, Angel Boudjbiha and Gorkem
Acaroglu (actors); Paul Dwyer (observing).

The session began with Vissa explaining the genesis of the “Legal Theatre” project
and the focus of this season: “to educate [the audience] about domestic violence
issues and how to avoid them: what the legal and non-legal remedies are, where they
can go, what would happen at court” and so on. Vissa added that the target group was
“mainly migrant and refugee women”: any education of children and/or perpetrators
would be a secondary and less direct effect of the project.

The Police DVLOs all had questions and comments about the selection of the target
group. Clearly, their experience involves working with women who are in acute and
often very isolated situations. Women who are already accessing services through
language schools, Migrant Resource Centres and so on are more likely to already
have some knowledge about domestic violence issues. The first point of contact for
women who are being abused is likely to be a police officer and—given that this
contact occurs during a moment of crisis—it can be a “negative contact”. The DVLOs
also reported that refugee and migrant women have cause to be wary of involving
police in their problems if they have suffered at the hands of police and/or military
officials overseas.

Vissa and the actors acknowledged these points but clarified that the project was
primarily preventative community legal education. Information would be presented
for the benefit of a wider group of refugee and migrant women than those seen by
police. It was also noted that (i) among the audience of ESL students, there would
inevitably be some women currently experiencing domestic violence; (ii) many
spectators would subsequently be able to disseminate information through their own
family and community networks, and (iii) performances would not always be limited
to audiences of ESL students: the Fairfield performance would be at an open-air
venue, attracting some passer-by spectators; shows were being widely publicised
through organisations involved in WDVCAS and some clients of these organisations
might be expected to attend; further performances were being planned to coincide
with larger public gatherings around events like International Women’s Day.

Following these clarifications, the session moved into a more exploratory phase. The
DVLOs and other workers were invited by the actors to take on the role of a client
with whom they had been involved and whose situation epitomised some of the
domestic violence issues of particular concern to migrant and refugee women.
“Taking on a role”, here, meant a low-key theatre exercise: the worker would remain
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in their seat but speak in the first person as if they were the client making a phone call
to the Police or SWSLC or WDVCAS offices, as the case may be. Client
confidentiality was maintained throughout, as the workers agreed to alter some details
of each client’s story.

Stories elicited by this exercise included the following:

 A heavily pregnant woman has an interim Apprehended Violence Order
(AVO) in place against her physically abusive partner. He has broken into the
house to steal from her. Police are unable to recover the stolen goods. The
woman has been told to appear in court but she is not clear whether it is to do
with the theft or the AVO or, indeed, how these matters might be related. She
is confused and angry about the fact that the interim AVO appears to have
offered no protection.

 Police are called to attend a domestic dispute between a man and his wife. The
husband and wife are interviewed separately: he speaks fluent English; she
speaks almost no English and no interpreter is available. The man has a
bleeding nose, apparently sustained when the wife threw a TV Remote
Control unit at him. She is taken to the police station for further questioning
and a magistrate serves an interim AVO against her. In subsequent interviews
with a Police DVLO, it emerges that she had acted in self-defence as the
husband was threatening to strangle her.

 A woman has an AVO against her husband from whom she is separated. She
also receives child support payments from him via the payroll system at his
work and electronic funds transfer into her account. Every pay day, he shows
up and demands she give the money back to him in cash, threatening to kill
her if she does not comply.

Some of the common issues that were identified through discussion of each story
included the following:

 Some perpetrators are very successful at avoiding police officers who come to
serve an AVO: in such cases, police need to return to the magistrate and seek
authorisation for “alternate service” of the AVO, allowing them to serve it by
proxy;

 Police often experience difficulties getting interpreters to the scene and
women are often unclear about what will happen at court;

 Some women assume that an AVO is inevitably the first step towards divorce
proceedings: they are unaware of the extent to which conditions of an AVO
can be tailored by the magistrate to suit the applicant’s wishes (for instance, to
allow a woman and her partner to continue living under the same roof);

 In some cases, perpetrators of domestic violence seem to act on the belief that,
in their culture of origin, a husband is entitled to beat his wife. Cultural
background may also influence whether emotional abuse, financial abuse or
other non-physical forms of abuse are considered part of the spectrum of
domestic violence;

 Migrant and refugee women are often fearful of police and the legal system.
These fears tend to be most acute where children are involved as it is
sometimes assumed that police intervention will inevitably lead to “the
welfare” intervening also and removing children. It appears that there are, in
fact, some differences between the criteria applied by Police and by the



32

Department of Community Services (DOCS) as far as intervening in the
interests of children is concerned.

The issues surrounding children who are caught up in a domestic violence situation
stimulated further discussion about the ambit of the “Legal Theatre” project. While, in
the experience of the Police DVLOs, “70% to 80% of domestic violence cases”
involved partners with children, it was agreed that, in a short piece of Forum Theatre,
it would be difficult enough to convey clearly for an audience the issues relating
strictly to domestic violence: child protection issues might need to be more the focus
of a follow-up project.

Consultation with Refuge Workers and Others involved in DV Prevention
A second consultation took place on 29 August 2003, at the premises of the
Liverpool-Fairfield WDVCAS, with workers from other agencies. Vissa
Chandrasekaram was again the convenor, supported by Claudia Guajardo. In
attendance were Angel Boudjbiha (actor), Thuy (Refuge Worker, Mimosa House),
Andreota (Refuge Worker), Elly (Assistant Coordinator WDVCAS), Salwa (NESB
Specialist Worker WDVCAS), Bernadette Fleeton (Regional Violence Prevention
Unit, NSW Attorney General’s Department), Paul Dwyer and Jaclyn Booton
(observers).

Vissa introduced the project in terms very similar to those above and asked the
workers to think about the following: (i) ideas for scenarios, perhaps based on
“situations where a client—if she had known particular legal information—would
have been better off” and (ii) “general information that you would like an audience to
obtain about domestic violence”.

As in the session with the Police DVLOs some quite shocking but also inspiring
stories were shared in confidence, including these:

 Following an arranged marriage in her country of birth, a woman travels to
live in Australia with her new husband. Unbeknownst to her, in the meantime,
her husband has been convicted of a crime and is serving a jail sentence. The
woman’s in-laws lie to her, pretending that the husband is “away on military
service”, and for several months the young wife is treated as a domestic
servant and virtual slave.  Her passport is taken from her along with jewellery
and other valuables.

 A woman who has been brought to live with her husband (a second-generation
migrant) is kept as a virtual house prisoner for two years during which time
she is also frequently physically and sexually assaulted. The woman has no
contact with anyone outside the husband’s immediate family circle. She is a
well-educated woman, however, and is able to teach herself English
essentially by watching TV and reading the newspapers. Finally, she begins to
converse with a next-door neighbour and learns about some basic legal rights:
she obtains an AVO and later divorces her husband.

More general issues that were canvassed in this session included:

 An apparent rise in the number of vexatious applications for AVOs that are
being made by men;
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 The aggravated fears and legally complex situation of women who don’t have
permanent residency status;

 The difficulty of persuading women to attend court (as Thuy put it: “90% of
the Vietnamese women I’ve worked with wouldn’t turn up”);

 The number of women (a cohort of Iraqi women on TPVs were cited as an
example) who struggle to understand court orders and other documents;

 The low level of literacy that some women have even in their first
language—it was agreed that for this reason, the theatre-based approach to
CLE had strong potential.

As far as the intended outcomes of the project are concerned, two points of particular
interest were discussed. First, as the actor Angel Boudjbiha asked, there was the issue
of how the project should be trying to mobilise people to respond to domestic
violence as a community, rather than simply as a set of individuals each with his or
her own rights. Second, all the workers present stressed the need to emphasise that it
is the perpetrator’s responsibility to stop the violence.

Other Interviews and Consultation
In addition to the more formal consultation meetings, there were, as per the original
plan, several other extended discussions between Vissa Chandrasekaram and staff
from WDVCAS as well as regular meetings with the SWSLC solicitors. In particular,
Peter Multari, the principal solicitor at SWSLC, reviewed the script for the Forum
Theatre model scenario at several stages of its development to check for the accuracy
of legal information provided in it. Peter was also on hand at performances, having
been enlisted by Vissa to play the part of the magistrate in a final courtroom scene.
Similarly, Claudia and other workers from WDVCAS were rostered on to play the
part of a refuge worker and provide additional information at performances.

5.4 Developing the Forum Theatre Performance
Drafting a Script for the Story of “Marla”
As explained in Chapter 2, the script for a piece of Forum Theatre is only a
provisional starting point. In performance, thanks to the verbal suggestions of many
audience members and the on-stage interventions of others, characters and dialogue
will shift, new scenes will have to be improvised and so on. Sometimes there is not
even a written script to begin with: actors may prefer simply to memorise the key
actions and dialogue developed in workshops/rehearsals.

In the case of “Legal Theatre”, given the importance of verifying the accuracy of any
legal information presented to an audience, Vissa Chandrasekaram decided to write a
full draft script for the actors to work with. This script—entitled “Marla” after the
name of the central character— clearly draws upon some of the ideas and stories
raised in consultation sessions, as well as incorporating suggestions from the actors
and SWSLC solicitors. It is divided into three short acts as follows (see Appendix F
for a full copy of the script):

Act One begins with the character Marla addressing the audience directly. She
introduces other characters and talks briefly about her situation: she and her husband
Sam migrated to Australia soon after they married 13 years ago. They have three
young children; Sam has family in Australia but Marla has only one friend whom she
sees rarely—she feels very isolated and lonely. In subsequent scenes, the extent to
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which Sam controls Marla through verbal and physical intimidation becomes clear: he
forces her to change the clothes she is wearing; forbids her leaving the house; accuses
her of being a bad mother and, in the climax to this Act, physically assaults her. In
between these scenes with Sam, Marla has interactions with two other characters:
Sama, Marla’s elderly mother-in-law, is a regular houseguest who—in the guise of
advising Marla how to perform her domestic duties—contributes to Marla’s
oppression; Verra, Marla’s new next-door neighbour, suspects Marla is being abused
and is potentially in a position to help her.

Act One was written as the basic stimulus for a “theatrical debate” in Forum Theatre
style. It would be presented by the actors uninterrupted at the start of every
performance. The audience would be consulted and encouraged to think of ways to
help Marla. This Act would then be re-run with more comments and interventions
from the audience (discussed in detail in Chapter 6 below). The rest of the draft script
contains a mix of “stand-by” scenes—fleshing out developments in Marla’s story that
some audience members were likely to envisage—and scenes of a more “show and
tell” nature to provide explicit legal information.

Act Two involves: (i) a scene where a police officer comes to Marla’s house as a
result of the neighbour having called; (ii) a scene where Marla is with a refuge worker
having been brought to the refuge by police, and (iii) a scene at the Magistrate’s Court
where Marla seeks an AVO against Sam.

Act Three contains two very brief scenes that represent alternate endings to the
scenario: in one, Marla is still living with Sam, their relationship has improved a little
(she still needs to remind him of the conditions of the AVO) and she is attending
TAFE; in the other, she has separated from him and is in the process of obtaining a
divorce.

If the interventions and discussion following Act One had already covered the basic
ground of Act Two scenes, these could be “shelved”, with the exception of the scene
in the magistrate’s court—this was always to be shown because of the factual
information it presented regarding AVOs, the legal definition of domestic violence
and basic human rights issues. Similarly, the Act Three scenes were often omitted in
the actual performances we observed due to time constraints or simply because the
audience didn’t seem to expect or demand a neat conclusion to the story of Marla.

Rehearsing the Script
Two rehearsal sessions were observed. Apart from generic rehearsal tasks such as
learning dialogue or choreographing the basic actions and movement of characters on
and off stage, there were some rehearsal issues which are more specific to the nature
of Forum Theatre and to its application here as a CLE strategy.

It was clear from the outset that Vissa Chandrasekaram, as writer and director, was
working closely with the actors to find a playing style that would, as far as possible,
allow audiences to follow the dramatic action simply by attending to visual, physical
details. For instance, Marla would be placed centrally on stage while Sam circled
back and forth gesticulating wildly and obviously berating her; the actor playing
Sama, the mother-in-law, deliberately steered her performance towards an easily
recognisable stereotype (a grey shawl tightly wrapped around her shoulders, a
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constantly furrowed brow, melodramatic cries of arthritic pain etc.); simple props and
items of clothing—together with obvious changes in voice and posture—quickly
established new characters and situations. Placards were also displayed to indicate
where the action is taking place: “A Women’s Refuge”, “Magistrate’s Court” and so
forth.

Another very effective, and aesthetically pleasing, device for signalling the shifts
between scenes was the use of a large piece of cloth: for the prologue, this is held up
like a curtain and then lowered slightly to reveal Marla’s head and shoulders as she
introduces herself and the other characters; Marla then wraps herself in the curtain
and it becomes the dress she is wearing for the start of the next scene; in later scenes,
the cloth serves as a cleaning rag, a fence across which Marla and her neighbour talk,
a small bundle of personal belongings which Marla brings to the refuge, and as the
magistrate’s bench. Rather than simply decorating (or, worse, trivialising) Marla’s
story, all these stylised elements of the performance and somewhat larger-than-life
characterisations invite the audience into the story. They also keep the focus on Marla
as the oppressed protagonist: it is, in fact, only the characters around her who border
on stereotypes; she is by contrast always more softly-spoken, closer to the audience
and a more naturalistically portrayed character.

There were two main complicating factors to this quest for a simple visual style of
performance. First, while stereotyping has its uses, the actors who are playing
oppressor-type characters do also have to be able to offer something more nuanced.
This is particularly the case when the Forum Theatre performance moves into the
phase of replaying scenes or improvising new scenes in response to audience
interventions. If, for example, the character of Sam remains a one-dimensional
“monster” throughout, then there can be only limited exploration of the interpersonal
dynamics between him and Marla. It was not surprising, then, that Angel, the actor
playing Sam, needed to ask questions in rehearsal about why Sam is hitting Marla,
about what the character’s underlying motives are. There is a delicate balance to be
struck here between acknowledging an actor’s desire to develop some sympathy with
the character they are playing (no matter how villainous) and representing a
social/political critique of the character. On the one hand, to suggest to an actor “you
hit her because you’re angry and, like all perpetrators of domestic violence, you want
to control her” is of limited assistance: most actors will want more to play with
specific motives for their character so that the anger and violence appear to come
from somewhere more “real” and personal. On the other hand, the more the actor
makes the character’s violence understandable in this way, the more the performance
may seem to be justifying and excusing the violence (“he’s only doing it because of
the pressure he’s under at work, because of the bad influence of other men, because of
the booze etc.”).

The second constraint on the performance style being developed was the seemingly
unavoidable fact that legal processes are typically highly verbal processes involving a
lot of jargon and acronyms. In the scenes where Marla is with the police officer, the
refuge worker or in front of the magistrate, there is a lot of talk and only so much that
the actors and director can do to make the scenes visually and dramatically
stimulating. For instance, in the following excerpt from the Refuge scene, even a
simple explanation of vital legal information seems dense compared to the verbal
content of the earlier scenes set in Marla’s home:
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MARLA: What is going to happen next?
ELLEY: You have to go to the court. I work for the Women’s Domestic Violence Court
Assistance Scheme. I will help you in the court. You can get an AVO. If you want, you can
go back to your home. Or you can stay here for some time.
MARLA: What is an AVO?
ELLEY: An Apprehended Violence Order. It means that he can’t hit you or he will get
arrested
MARLA: Do you think my husband will divorce me in the court?
ELLEY: No, getting a divorce is a different process. We will call South West Sydney Legal
Centre tomorrow. You can get free legal advice from them. You should have a rest now.

While Vissa and the actors were constantly seeking to pare back the dialogue of the
draft script as they rehearsed, scenes like this one tended to remain quite static and
“content-heavy”. This meant that in performance they needed more “unpacking” and
editorial comment from Vissa as the Forum Theatre facilitator and from the other
SWSLC and WDVCAS workers in attendance. On a more positive note, however,
audiences did often seem quite hungry for information at this point in the
proceedings, as will become clearer in the detailed description and performance
analysis below.
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6. PERFORMANCES: DESCRIPTION AND ANALYSIS

6.1 The Audience
A total of 472 spectators attended “Legal Theatre”. As previously discussed, the vast
majority of these spectators were English language students enrolled in the federally
funded education and settlement program for migrants and refugees in Australia, the
Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP). The program’s purpose is to assist migrants
and refugees to improve their spoken and written English skills and gain knowledge
of essential services such as Centrelink and Medicare. AMEP students are solely
migrants and refugees: eligible individuals are those who either (i) arrived in
Australia after 1 July 1991 or (ii) have been granted permanent residence in Australia
since this time or (iii) are a temporary resident with a temporary visa; and are either
(a) eighteen years or older or (b) aged between sixteen and eighteen and are unable to
attend English classes at school. In other words, the spectators who attended “Legal
Theatre” were nearly all unambiguously members of the project’s target communities.

6.2 Units of Performance
Each Legal Theatre presentation began with an introduction by Peter Multari,
SWSLC’s principal solicitor, who welcomed the audience and introduced domestic
violence as the issue for discussion. On three occasions, this introduction was
supplemented by a brief address from a local council member in attendance.
Following these somewhat formal addresses, Vissa spoke to the audience, leading
them in a simple physical warm up before describing the stages of the event: the
actors would perform a ten-minute play (Act One of the scenario), the audience would
then be invited to change it on the second run-through. Explaining how an
intervention can be introduced, Vissa encouraged the audience to call out “Freeze!” if
they saw something happening onstage that they wanted to change or discuss.

Inevitably, fictional events were not always presented as clearly as the script might
suggest: in performance, discrete scenes ran into each other; others were dropped as
interventions and improvisations developed etc. In this discussion, we move from
page to stage, focusing on how the scripted material was realised in performance and
received by its audience. To reflect the shape of the performance event, we have
broken the model scenario into four main “units” of Forum Theatre interactions (each
discussed in detail in Section 6.3.i The Forum Theatre Interaction Units). These units
are based on spectator interventions which—across all four performances—tended to
cluster around particular dramatic moments: Sam and Marla’s early fight regarding
her use of lipstick or freedom to go shopping (Unit One); Marla and Sama’s conflict
over Marla’s domestic responsibilities (Unit Two); Sam, Marla and Sama’s argument
regarding Marla’s desire to attend TAFE (Unit Three); and Marla’s conversation with
her neighbour, Verra (Unit Four).

Fewer audience interventions occurred in the latter segment of the performance in
which the police visit the home; Marla’s is taken to a women’s refuge; the court
grants an AVO against Sam; and the couple return home with the AVO in place.
Section 6.3.ii The Prepared Scenes – Getting an AVO briefly discusses interventions
into these Act Two and Three events.
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Given that a similar range of interventions occurred at roughly the same points in
each of the four performances observed, most of the analysis treats these four
performances en bloc. Nevertheless, there were some distinct features to each
individual performance, along with more ephemeral yet significant audience
behaviours, as becomes apparent in Section 6.4 “Other Modes of Audience
Involvement”. In the conclusion to this chapter, we consider a potential interpretive
framework the audience applied to the performance event in which the social and
legal solutions to Marla’s problem were jointly explored.

The following table provides raw numbers relating to audience interventions—that is,
on-stage interventions in improvised role-plays but also interventions in the form of a
comment—at all performances:
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     Table 6.1 Breakdown of interventions from all Legal Theatre performances

UNIT TOTAL
IVs

Female
IVer

Male
IVer

Student
Iver

Support
Worker

Iver

Comment Roleplay:
Marla

Roleplay:
Sam

Roleplay:
Verra

Roleplay:
Sama

Roleplay:
Other

One:
Lipstick 23 13 10 17 6 16 7 0 0 0 0

Two:
Women 8 6 2 5 3 4 4 0 0 0 0

Three:
TAFE 14 12 2 7 7 10 4 0 0 0 0

Four:
Neighbour 18 14 4 9 9 15 0 0 3 0 0

Prepared:
Police Visit 5 3 2 5 0 5 0 0 0 0 0

Prepared:
Refuge 3 2 1 3 0 3 0 0 0 0 0

Prepared:
Court 2 2 0 0 2 2 0 0 0 0 0

Prepared:
Back Home 6 4 2 4 2 5 1 0 0 0 0

Improvised:
Counsellor 2 2 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 1

TOTALS 81 58 23 51 30 61 16 0 3 0 1
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Several points emerge from this summary:

 On average, twenty interventions occurred at each event with five of these being
onstage role-plays. “Legal Theatre” performances were approximately one hour in
duration with half of this period strictly dedicated to Forum-style interactions.
Twenty interventions at each event suggests audiences were engaged by, and
actively participating in, the forum activities.

 Student spectators and support workers such as ESL teachers participated in role-
play interventions and in comments; female spectators made over half of the total
interventions. The target group identified for the “Legal Theatre” project
participated in the forum activities.

 Regardless of unit, the vast majority of interventions were aimed at altering
Marla’s behaviour; role-plays as Verra occurred occasionally but the roles of Sam
and Sama were never the main focus. This issue will be discussed further in
Chapter 8.

 Role-play interventions are less common during the refuge and courtroom scenes,
as anticipated by the project partners. This issue will be discussed in Section 6.5
“Debates, Discussions and Interpretive Frameworks”.

6.3 Interventions
6.3.i The Forum Theatre Interaction Units
While providing a general sense of the overall forum event, the above table is obviously
unable to capture the richness of the live performances. In the following, we provide a
detailed synopsis of each unit of the model scenario and specific examples of
interventions. These interventions have been chosen both as representative of typical or
repeated interventions and due to the audience’s engagement with them as evidenced by
laughter, applause, dispute, discussion etc.

Unit One Synopsis: “When he’s like this, I don’t argue with him”
Sam enters to find Marla applying makeup. He demands to know where she got it,
forcing her to remove it, and criticising her appearance. Sam also forces Marla to change
her skirt, despite her protestations that it was a gift from him. He exits without allowing
her to respond. Marla, removing the skirt, makes excuses to the audience for his
behaviour. She turns to exit but is intercepted by Sam who demands to know where she is
going. Explaining they need groceries, Marla asks for money to buy these and other
items. Sam questions her, suspicious of her motives. He forbids Marla leaving the house
and exits. Marla makes apologies for Sam’s behaviour as she begins to clean in
anticipation of Sama’s visit.

Sample Interventions: Standing up for yourself
This unit depicts one main theme—Sam dictating Marla’s appearance and movements.
This elicited repeated interventions at all events (indeed, Angel’s opening line “What is
that?!” often prompted a near-synchronic burst of “Freeze!” from different parts of the
audience). In total, twenty-three interventions occurred in Unit One, the most
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interventions in any unit. The aim of these early interventions, when played out on stage,
was fairly standard: audience members suggested Marla should resist Sam’s demands.

Interventions in which Marla was encouraged to stand up for herself differed in degree.
One suggestion from a female student was for Marla to attempt to pacify Sam by
changing his opinion of make-up (the spectactor advised Marla to tell Sam “it’s normal
for a woman to wear make-up, it’s not unusual here”). Another suggestion from a
different female student was for Marla to find a compromise (“she should go out with
him his way this time …  and talk to friends about it”). Other interventions required a
substantial (magic?) change in Marla’s behaviour such as refusing to attend the
engagement without make-up or insulting Sam’s appearance in return.

Two additional examples highlight the broad aims of most Unit One interventions (for
Marla to be able to do as she pleased without fearing Sam’s reaction) and the general
method of achieving these goals (by challenging and/or trying to change his point of
view). In the first, the (female student) “spect-actor”-as-Marla repeatedly denied Sam’s
authority to force his decisions upon her:

SAM: (forcefully) I don’t like it [the skirt]. Take it off.
SPECTACTOR-AS-MARLA: I like it so I can wear it.

She also dismissed his demand that she submit to his wishes:

SAM: Do as I say. I am the man and I run this house.
SPECTACTOR-AS-MARLA: (exasperated) This is not a good reason.

The spectactor-as-Marla also drew comparisons between the couple, arguing that she was
entitled to the same treatment and options as he: “if you have your life, I have mine.”

Similarly, at a different event, a male support worker attempted to change the style of
communication between Sam and Marla. As Sam gesticulated emphatically and stalked
around, this spectactor-as-Marla calmly repeated two requests “lower your voice” and
“don’t yell at me” as she edged away from him. The spectactor-as-Marla drew attention
to Sam’s verbal abuse by declaring “I am a human being. Talk to me like a human being,
not a piece of rubbish.”

These interventions were very well received by their respective audiences. In the case of
the first intervention, the spectactor-as-Marla continued to resist Sam’s demands that she
remove the skirt at which Sam became increasingly aggressive, pointing at her and
declaring “I am your husband. Do as I say!” With her response “You are my husband, not
my God”, the audience broke into loud cheers, applause, whistles and laughter at seeing
Sam put in his place. Faced with this irrefutable rebuttal Sam was speechless; the
intervention ended with the spectactor returning to the audience to much giggling and
further applause. Similarly, the second spectactor-as-Marla’s challenge to Sam “you want
a wife or a piece of rubbish?!” drew supportive applause and laughter from the audience
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and a pause in the intervention as Sam was taken slightly off-guard by this rallying of
support.

Unit Two synopsis: “She has too much freedom.”
Sama enters and criticises the cleaning Marla is doing. Marla exits (to visit a friend in
hospital) and Sama laments her behaviour in her absence. Marla returns late, anxious to
have made it before Sam arrives home from work. The two women argue about the cause
of Marla’s tardiness. Sama does not believe Marla’s explanation that the train was late
and, spying Marla’s footwear, decides Marla has disobeyed Sam’s orders that Marla not
go shopping alone. Marla escapes further argument by taking Sama’s dirty dishes to the
kitchen. Sama broods, waiting for her son’s arrival.

Sample Interventions: Improving Mother-Daughter Relations
This unit focuses on the relationship between Marla and her mother-in-law and all eight
interventions in this unit were concerned with altering the way the two women interacted.
Role-played interventions rested primarily on Marla’s options for changing the situation;
the following three examples cover the range of approaches applied.

One intervention (by a female SWSLC worker) depicted the spectactor-as-Marla
attempting to create a more harmonious relationship with her mother-in-law:

SAMA: In the corner there, I see spots
SPECTACTOR-AS-MARLA: I am doing everything that is required. You should
be more supportive of me.

Rather than respond to the Sama’s specific complaint, this spectactor-as-Marla chose to
address the bigger picture of their relationship. Ironically, although the intervention was
aimed at improving the relationship between the women, it only served to incite Sama’s
suspicions:

SPECTACTOR-AS-MARLA: Why can’t we be friends?
SAMA: What is this “be friends”? You want to be like all these Australian
women. I am not your friend, I am your Mother-in-Law!

This intervention drew to a close when the spectactor-as-Marla, faced with Sama’s
melodramatic “heart attack” was, laughing and shaking her head, unable to continue the
role-play.

Taking a more formal approach to familial obligations, a female aged-care worker also
intervened in the role of Marla. This spectactor-as-Marla was clear about respecting
Sama’s presence in the home, but insisted that this respect be reciprocated.

SPECTACTOR-AS-MARLA: (calmly) You are welcome in my home … I
welcome you in my house … but if you don’t like it, leave.
SAMA: (outraged) This is my son’s house … I do so much to help you and you
treat me like this?!
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The spectactor-as-Marla refused, politely but firmly, to accept responsibility for Sama’s
displeasure at her and as Sama’s outrage increased, the spectactor-as-Marla’s emotional
response decreased. She simply restated her case—“you are welcome in my house … if
you don’t like it, if you are not happy here, you can leave”—calmly and repeatedly.
Having reached this stalemate, the intervention petered out.

A third intervention involved something of a “zero tolerance” approach to Marla’s
problem. Played by a young female student, this spectactor-as-Marla responded to
Sama’s cleaning commands immediately and with force, “it’s not your business, it is my
house, get out!” and shoved Sama away. When it became clear that Sama would not be so
easily removed, the spectactor-as-Marla spoke directly to Vissa: “There is a French
saying that says ‘La mère du mari est la femme du diable’ that means… the mother of the
husband is the wife of the devil.” The audience responded raucously with applause and
cheers and the spectactor-as-Marla continued to role-play this new forceful,
argumentative Marla. Disagreeing with Sama’s claim that Sam would punish his wife for
this disrespect, the spectactor-as-Marla threatened Sama in return: “my husband, when he
return from work, will kick you out!” As the argument increased in severity, this
intervention was interrupted by the joker who, thanking the spectactor for her
intervenion, moved the action on.

Unit Three synopsis: “TAFE?! Are you mad?”
Sam returns from work and immediately begins to pacify an angry, concerned and
apparently arthritic Sama. While initially Sam deflects his mother’s comments about
Marla, eventually he becomes angry as well. When Marla enters, all three argue about her
behaviour—shopping, coming home late—with Sama inciting Sam at every opportunity.
Marla exits to prepare Sam’s coffee; Sama and her son continue bemoaning Marla’s
behaviour. On her return, Marla admits she would like to attend TAFE with a friend. Sam
is outraged and forbids Marla seeing these friends. At the height of the argument, Sama
feigns heart pains and Sam encourages her to rest in another room. After her exit, Sam
continues to berate Marla. Complaining about the coffee she has made, he throws the cup
at her. Again, he denigrates her appearance, overrides her attempts to respond and storms
off. Marla appears defeated.

Sample Interventions: Negotiating Family Dynamics
The tension between the characters increased dramatically in this unit as Sama and Sam
band against Marla, egging each other on in their annoyance at her. As the conflict
became more heated, the audience responded accordingly with a total of fourteen
interventions. Again, many of these interventions were predominantly concerned with
Marla simply being more outspoken and resisting Sam’s demands. However, other
options for changing the situation were also explored.

A notable aim was for Marla to deflect Sam and Sama’s joint attack and indeed, one
suggestion came immediately as Sam entered for the start of the unit. Before he had a
chance to cross to his mother or speak to either woman, a female student called out “she
[Marla] should speak now! Before the mother!” In a similar vein, an intervention
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performed by a female ESL teacher drew attention to the conflictual set of obligations
between the family members:

SAM: You married my mother when you married me. She is an old woman and
my mother. You must respect her.
SPECTACTOR-AS-MARLA: You got married to me. You should respect me.

In scenarios such as this, the argument generally escalated with further verbal abuse on
Sam’s part. Interventions aimed at preventing or addressing this abuse were common (for
example, audience members would suggest Sam “stop shouting” or “speak nice to her”)
although somewhat unsuccessful as such a change in Sam’s character did not magically
occur. Indeed, faced with a spectactor-as-Marla making these demands, Sam was often
further infuriated and verbally aggressive. These interventions generally concluded only
when the spectactor-as-Marla, unable to communicate effectively, simply escaped with a
parting “I don’t talk to you” or “I leave you” (often to resounding applause from the
audience).

Other interventions aimed not only at avoiding Sam’s aggression but also to demonstrate
that his behaviour shouldn’t simply be tolerated or avoided. Upping the ante during
improvised arguments with Marla, Angel—the actor playing the role of Sam—would
occasionally move as if to hurt Marla (eg. by raising a hand to hit her or grabbing a chair
to throw at her). The threat of physical violence triggered many audience members to
make suggestions and interventions that relied on eliciting help from someone outside the
family by reporting Sam’s behaviour.

Marla was variously encouraged to “call the police”, “call her neighbour”, “ring a
community worker”, “tell the police something bad is going to happen”, and “get out the
mobile and call 000 straight away”. Suggestions such as these came from a variety of
individuals—teachers, students, aged care workers, language support workers—and from
both men and women. When the suggestion to involve the police was made, Vissa would
question the audience on how to contact the police asking, “what is the number?”, and
lead the group’s chanted response “000” (often repeating this ‘call and response’ a few
times).

Unit Four Synopsis: “Marla! You are gossiping with your neighbours?!”
Marla is hanging out her washing, singing sorrowfully to herself. When Verra approaches
and introduces herself, Marla shields her face and tries to end the conversation. Verra is
persistent however, repeatedly complimenting Marla’s garden and embroidery skills.
Marla becomes animated at Verra’s suggestion that she could sell her hand-made clothes
at the markets and accidentally reveals her face. Verra questions her neighbour about the
cause of the obvious bruising; Marla lies, hoping to end the conversation. An angry Sam
is heard bellowing from offstage before entering the garden. Verra, unable to see from
her side of the fence, listens as Sam berates Marla for talking with her neighbour and
being a bad mother. He beats her (enacted behind the curtain). The scenario ends as the
curtain drops away to reveal Marla cowering and attempting to protect her face and body
from further blows.
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Sample Interventions: Finding help
The main focus of this unit is two-fold. Firstly, it introduces Verra as a potential source of
assistance for Marla. Secondly, it reveals the physical violence and abuse Marla
experiences. Eighteen interventions occurred and dealt primarily with capitalising on
Verra’s appearance in Marla’s life as a way of preventing the abuse. As well as informing
Marla of her rights (“the law will help you”, “he has no right, he shouldn’t hit her”), the
majority of interventions in this unit again focused on arranging police involvement.

Spectactors-as-Verra followed either of two main methods for this: advising Marla to call
the police or offering to do so on her behalf. Although their aims were similar, individual
spectactors explored subtle differences and details in their role-plays. For example, in one
intervention the (female aged-care worker) spectactor-as-Verra tried to differentiate
disagreement from abuse:

SPECTACTOR-AS-VERRA: There is always some conflict between husband
and wife but … has he hit you?
MARLA: (hestitantly) Sometimes.

before offering her advice:

SPECTACTOR-AS-VERRA: Hmm. You can call the police.
MARLA: But I can’t use my phone. I’m not allowed.

This particular intervention petered out at this point. In the debriefing discussion, another
audience member suggested that Verra could offer to call on Marla’s behalf. The
spectactor explained that she did not offer this however as she was “scared of the
husband … have to live next door”.

The degree to which the neighbour could involve herself was also explored at a different
event’s intervention. A female student spectactor expressed concern that Verra’s offer to
call the police be subject to a number of rules. Addressing Vissa, she said, “the neighbour
should ask first if she [Marla] wants the police… and if the neighbour help her, she must
tell the truth to the police. And she must not tell the police her name, the neighbour’s
name.” When this spectactor-as-Verra performed her intervention, their interaction with
Marla focused very much on these issues:

SPECTACTOR-AS-VERRA: I help you, you help me.
MARLA: OK
SPECTACTOR-AS-VERRA: You not tell the police my name. OK? I
help you?
MARLA: Yes.

These two interventions illustrate how Forum Theatre can encourage spectators to
explore the grey areas of what might otherwise seem to be a black and white situation. In
this case, the “obvious” choice for Verra to support Marla by calling the police becomes
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less clear when the repercussions of such an intervention are considered by the role-
playing intervenor. Investing in the “reality” of the fictional situation, these spectactors
faced the need to balance any decision to assist the victim with their ongoing contact with
the oppressor in the future.

6.3.ii The Prepared Scenes – Getting an AVO
This segment of the performance began with Sam answering a knock at the door to find a
police officer requesting entry. Constable Ann resists Sam’s attempts to deny her access
and, upon entering the house, addresses Marla directly. Marla reluctantly reveals an
injury, a bleeding wound on her forehead. Sam claims it is the result of an accident,
Marla concurs. Constable Ann is suspicious of this story and guides Marla out of the
house with the intention of taking her to the hospital.

In the next scene, Marla has been taken by the police to a refuge where she meets Elley,
the refuge worker. Elley explains the refuge’s purpose and tries to allay Marla’s fears that
Sam will find her here, take away her children, or have her removed from Australia. Elley
suggests Marla obtain an AVO against Sam. She is at pains to point out that this does not
mean they will be divorced. Elley promises to assist Marla in court in her role as a
WDVCAS worker and suggests they get free legal advice from South West Sydney Legal
Centre.

The action jumps to the day of the court hearing. Marla and Elley are sitting in the
WDVCAS room at the local magistrate’s court. Although Marla is scared of appearing in
court, Elley supports her, reminding her that the AVO will protect her from further abuse.
Marla agrees to go through with the court hearing on the proviso that Elley stay with her.
Elley agrees. In court, Elley, Sam, Constable Ann and the Judge wait as Marla is called.
She appears, somewhat reluctantly, and the hearing begins. Questioning and addressing
both Sam and Marla, the magistrate decides that Sam has abused Marla both verbally and
physically and grants the AVO against Sam, who agrees to the order without admitting to
the charges. The magistrate explains that Marla and Sam can continue to live together but
that Sam may not physically or verbally abuse Marla, outlining the consequences should
Sam break the AVO.

Only one of the two concluding scenes from the script was ever performed: back in the
home, Marla announces to Sam that she is planning to attend TAFE. Sam protests that
her domestic duties will make it impossible. Marla agrees that she will continue to
manage the household, but that she is committed to going to TAFE and improving her
English. When Sam becomes threatening and aggressive, Marla reminds him of the
AVO, reciting the consequences of breaking it. Sam withdraws and apologises.

Much of the action contained in these scenes dealt with the enactment of a specific set of
legal steps and simplified—but accurate—information on services available to Marla.
The potential for audiences to intervene in this component of the event was thus limited;
in depicting the legal avenues for improving Marla’s situation, these scenes were not only



47

information-rich but also contained few provocative crises to which the audience might
respond with an intervention.

This is not to suggest that the project leaders simply lectured the audience or that the
audience passively observed these units, uncritically accepting the drama as presented. A
total of sixteen interventions did occur during these four units over the four
performances, particularly into the scene depicting the police visit. Spectactors coached
Marla to tell Constable Ann the truth of her injury immediately. As one female student
put it in a direct address to Liliana, the actor playing Marla: “what’s wrong with you?
You fell? You should say that he hit you. You should first come and open the door for the
police … it is you who suffers in the house … when you hear it is the police, you should
run and tell.”

6.4 Other Modes of Involvement
Other elements of each specific Legal Theatre performance suggest that interventions
alone are not the sole indicator of the audiences’ involvement with the overall event.
Below we detail some of the other common influences on, and indicators of, audience
engagement evidenced during the Legal Theatre project.

The Impact of the Venue
The four Legal Theatre events were held in four different venues—each with its own
benefits and drawbacks. These inevitably affected both how the project partners planned
and staged the performance and how the audiences engaged with it. However, a common
staging decision was employed at all venues with a specific aim: downplaying the formal
conventions of theatre.

Three of the four venues had a traditional theatre arrangement: a proscenium arch stage
space facing slightly tiered auditorium seating. These stages were never used, however.
Vissa and the actors consistently chose to perform Marla’s story in the space between the
stage and the front row of seating. This decision not only contributed to the “intimate”
feel of the event, drawing spectators into the domestic realm of Sam and Marla’s home,
but—it was hoped—would also make the prospect of role-playing interventions easier for
spectators. Forcing spectators to climb up onto a highly framed, raised playing space
would have added an additional hurdle for otherwise willing participants. Forum Theatre
typically rejects conventions of theatre which assume a passive audience and the Legal
Theatre project was no exception: this was not “fourth wall” naturalism.

Differences between venues contributed to the modes in which spectators could
participate in the Legal Theatre project. Notably, the Fairfield performance was the only
outdoor event: it was held in a sunken amphitheatre in a busy pedestrian mall. This
setting meant that the event was open to all in the area, not just target group members
who were enrolled at the Fairfield ACL. Passers-by—drawn by the noise and cluster of
bodies sitting and standing around the amphitheatre—joined the audience, read the flyers
handed out, watched the stage action and spoke to other audience members. (Indeed, one
passer-by was drawn to the project before the event had even begun: approaching Vissa
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during the pre-show arrangements, he enquired about the activity, took a number of
brochures and later returned to watch the performance).

The major drawback of any outdoor theatre venue was also evident during this
performance. While Vissa, in his role as the Joker, had a microphone, the actors faced the
challenge of making themselves heard over the noise of traffic, local businesses,
pedestrians etc. Similarly, spectators wishing to make an intervention needed to catch
Vissa’s attention, not easily achieved with so much going on. While many spectators
managed to do this, undoubtedly some spectators’ suggestions were lost in the noise and
movement of the crowd.

The Social Event
Fairfield’s performance was also a very social event—people conversed in a variety of
languages, waved to each other across the performance space and shared the shade of
umbrellas on what was an unexpectedly hot day. This does not suggest the performance
was not the main focus of these people’s attention. When students intervened on stage,
their classmates, friends, family and teaching staff applauded and encouraged them and
watched intently as they struggled with an obstinate husband. Similarly, the raucous
laughter from one section of the audience when a male teacher assumed the role of Marla
(dress and all) indicates that his class were highly receptive to the onstage action, as does
the fact that this laughter died down when this spectactor-as-Marla was unable to
successfully subdue Sam.

While some spectators intervened with suggestions or role-played interventions that were
explored in depth, others simply called out their suggestions from the anonymity of the
crowd. In response to Vissa’s question “What can Marla do? Her husband is not treating
her good”, a woman’s voice from the back of the crowd was heard to call out “Hit him.
Hit him!” while from the other side of the audience another voice simultaneously
suggested she “Leave him!” These comments were followed by smatterings of applause
and laughter within clusters of the audience, suggesting that groups of spectators were
engaged with the dramatic action both as individuals and a collective audience: spectators
interacted with each other—a vital component of the Forum Theatre event—with humour
and passion.

Scaffolding
The Legal Theatre project aimed to overcome its target group’s limited English language
skills. It did so through a number of techniques implemented during the script-writing
and rehearsal stages. During performances, spectators’ varied language skills resulted in
particular modes of interaction with the performance.

Spectators consistently acted as translators for other spectators. At Fairfield, an ACL
bilingual support worker spent the entire performance translating the English dialogue
(into three languages, no less—two Arabic dialects and Greek) for a group of people
surrounding her. Similarly, at the Bankstown event, an aged care worker requested a
moment’s pause—“I translate it for them … explain it”—in which she and two other
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workers spoke to their Vietnamese and Chinese-speaking clients, gesturing to the stage
and miming the process of calling out “Freeze”.

Students also assisted each other to understand the stage action. At the Liverpool
performance, three audience members were absorbed in a hushed conversation
throughout the duration of the model scenario. Heads bowed together, this trio whispered
to each other, apparently asking questions and clarifying events. One spectator translated
to his companions who were seated on each side of him, dipping his head but keeping his
eyes on the stage. During lengthy verbal exchanges between characters, his companions
repeatedly prompted him to translate, initially with whispers, eventually with a simple
nudge of the elbow. He complied, finding pauses in the stage action to whisper to his
companions.

His services were less required for certain scenes, however. In Sama and Marla’s
exchange, Sama’s arthritis and “heart pains” generally received exasperated laughter and
headshakes from the audience. This trio were similarly amused by Gorkem’s (the actor
playing Sama) hammy acting, giggling along with their fellow spectators at the physical
humour with no translation necessary. When the action returned to detailed conversation,
however, the nudging also returned.

Such “scaffolding”—techniques for supporting the target audience’s involvement with a
Forum Theatre event—undoubtedly contributed to spectators’ ability to engage with the
Forum Theatre event, particularly, in this case, by addressing the language barrier many
faced. This specific kind of scaffolding is not, of course, a feature of all Forum Theatre.
Nor can it be relied on to occur at all Forum Theatre events which are geared towards
spectators from CALD backgrounds. It was however, unsurprising: the ACL bilingual
support workers are employed by the ACL for this purpose; the aged-care workers
regularly offer language support to their clients.

Other modes of scaffolding—more common to Forum Theatre generally—also occurred.
Vissa would often encourage a spectator who had made a verbal suggestion to join the
actors on stage. Many spectators were reluctant, shaking their heads and resisting his
invitation. Liliana would also become involved in this exchange asking the spectator to
“come tell me what to say … stand with me and tell me what I should say.” Having
gently coaxed them onstage with her, Liliana would continue to perform the role of
Marla. Now however, she would seek guidance from the spectactor, turning to them for
help in dealing with Sam or Sama. In responding to the suggestions, both Angel and
Gorkem would address the spectactor directly, drawing her/him into the action. As the
spectactor was gradually eased into the role of Marla, Liliana would quietly step aside.

This method of easing spectators into stage roles, common in Forum Theatre
performances, was successfully employed by the actors on a number of occasions. A
similar type of scaffolding also occasionally occurred. At the Cabramatta event, a male
student intervened in the role of Verra having suggested to Vissa that “the neighbour help
Marla.” During the role-play however, he was somewhat stumped by Marla’s
predicament; this spectactor-as-Verra directly asked Marla if Sam hits her but floundered
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when Marla denied it. The stage action paused until Gorkem stepped forward and offered
some whispered encouragement. The spectactor-as-Verra then warmed to the role, trying
a new approach to helping Marla.

SPECTACTOR-AS-VERRA: Maybe someone to talk to … can help you …
MARLA: Who can help me?
SPECTACTOR-AS-VERRA: You have rights … human rights … the husband
can’t boss you or hurt you. The law will help you.

This intervention continued with the spectactor-as-Verra repeating similar statements to
Marla about seeking help from the police.

MARLA: I’m afraid. Will you help me? How can you help me?
SPECTACTOR-AS-VERRA: Yes. You want me call the police? Yes.

Spectator Relationships—Framing the Event
As well as providing particular modes of scaffolding as discussed above, the project’s
connection with AMEP providers had other flow-on effects. The most obvious of this is
the established educational setting it provided. ACL staff were able to support the
potential educational impact of the “Legal Theatre” project by, for example, introducing
the event to their students during classes in the week prior to the event and pre-teaching
some key vocabulary. Individual spectators travelled to the event in these pre-formed
class groups and often sat together during the show—although they were free to sit with
whomever they chose. This pre-existing educational framework influenced students’
engagement with the event in particular ways.

Firstly, audience members could recognise each other—either specifically as personally
known individuals (friend, family member, classmate, teacher) or more generally as
students and teachers from other classes. These already established relationships
influenced how they engaged with spectactors who role-played on stage. Two examples
from each of the Cabramatta and Bankstown performances illustrate this point. In the
first, a female student volunteered to role-play as Marla during Unit One. This was the
first role-played intervention in the event and followed a few timid verbal suggestions
from audience members for Marla to stand up to Sam. Taking to the stage with gusto, this
spectactor-as-Marla donned the costume and began—with elbows akimbo and imaginary
props—to exaggeratedly apply lipstick. Her fellow students were greatly amused by this
performance, laughing heartily and breaking into spontaneous applause. Many of them
pointed at the action, smiling and chuckling while those at the back of the audience rose
to their feet or craned their necks to have an unobstructed view of the stage action. She
had people, literally, on the edge of their seats. When the intervention
concluded—without much success at changing Sam’s stance but to much supportive
applause and murmurings from the audience—those seated around her leaned in to touch
her shoulder and speak a few words to her. Smiling, she responded, gesturing to her
friends to take to the stage.
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In the second example, a female ACL teacher role-played as Marla in the same Unit.
Again, she was encouraged by audience giggles and applause upon entering the stage.
Her initial aim was to have Sam listen to her point of view, calming him down and
speaking reasonably with him. When this failed, she turned to the audience imploringly:
“help me! What do I do?” A cluster of audience members—her students with whom she
had been sitting—laughed at this and, at their comments, she continued the role-play.

This intervention was particularly notable for the non-verbal communication that also
occurred. As the tension built in the fiction the spectactor-as-Marla, frustrated by Sam’s
combative nature, literally stood up to him by moving very close to him and insisting “I
listen to you, now you must listen to me”. Face-to-face with each other, Angel and the
ACL teacher made an amusing tableau as she towered a good six-inches above him.
Seeing this, the audience hooted and applauded, laughing loudly at Sam’s attempt to re-
establish dominance by demanding “Stop it. Off tip-toes!”

At the Bankstown event, an early intervention involved a man assuming the role of
Marla. Although cross-gender role-play generally invokes some laughter from the
audience, in this case the laughter came predominantly from the senior citizens group. It
became apparent that this man was familiar to these spectators—indeed, he drives the bus
for their regular outings—and this relationship clearly enhanced their enjoyment of his
intervention. They applauded his intervention, talking amongst themselves and smiling at
him when he returned to his seat. Similarly, at this performance a male senior citizen was
observed taking photographs, shuffling forward from his seat and snapping shots of
spectactors on stage. Although no senior citizens were involved in role-plays, their aged
care workers were. When one such worker returned to her seat, this gentleman waved his
camera at her, chuckling and shaking his head.

Each of these four examples indicates that the relationships between audience members,
which were established outside the event, influenced how people related to the “Legal
Theatre” project. Many of the pre-existing relationships are based on providing assistance
in areas such as literacy; members of the target group seemed to experience this project in
this specific context. Most importantly, their enjoyment of the event was enhanced by
these personal relationships.

6.5 Debates, Discussions and Interpretive Frameworks
6.5.i Divorce and Children
In forum theatre events, spectators often want to extrapolate from the fictional situations
they observe. This is most clearly evidenced in this project by the debates and discussions
which occurred at the events but which were not necessarily initiated by the project
workers. Importantly, audiences at both Liverpool and Fairfield initiated and/or
contributed to discussions and debates that focused on issues not addressed in either the
model scenario or the prepared units.

At the Liverpool event, the issue of divorce was raised in relation to the prepared scene in
which the police become involved in Marla’s situation. After Constable Ann took Marla
to the hospital, Vissa addressed the audience asking “What happens now?” A male
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student answered him, “In Australia, she get a divorce … and finish.” A female student
answered him in turn, arguing that this would not necessarily be the case. With little input
from the project partners (who simply observed), a small group of spectators engaged in a
debate about the outcomes of this hypothetical divorce, including the right of the husband
to see his children and the impact of a second marriage on the children.

The project partners had consciously steered clear of the issue of divorce, preferring to
concentrate on outlining the process of obtaining an AVO against an abusive partner. Yet
audiences were keen to address this issue, extrapolating from the fiction as presented and
exploring it in discussion and debate amongst themselves. This suggests that audiences
were actively involved in understanding and influencing the model scenario as well as
sufficiently invested in the event to debate another related issue. Although divorce was
not directly raised by the fiction, the forum context—and the fiction’s content—allowed
people to debate it by extension. (Clearly, there are swings and roundabouts to this
process: the facilitator needs to strike a careful balance between following whatever
agendas are suggested by the audience and directing the agenda with respect to some of
the ‘crunch’ legal issues that are a specific focus of the project.)

The issue of the rights and experiences of children living in a domestic violence situation
was also raised at Cabramatta. At the conclusion of the event, a female student
commented to Vissa that “is better they stay together … they have children.” A number
of audience members indicated their agreement with this statement, nodding and
murmuring. Divorce had not been addressed in the performance—although Marla obtains
an AVO, she continues to live with Sam in the family home. Following this spectator’s
comment, a number of issues relating to children were raised and Claudia, the WDVCAS
Coordinator, directly addressed, and answered questions from, the audience. Throughout
this, the audience—including a number of mothers with either small children or babies in
their laps—listened attentively. As the event was due to conclude, Claudia invited anyone
with further questions to speak to her afterwards, an offer which was taken up by at least
two women with whom she spoke further.

6.5.ii Domestic Violence – an interpersonal, social or legal issue?
Audiences at all four events attempted common methods of alleviating Marla’s
oppression. The aim of such methods initially fell into one of two broad categories of
action for Marla:  to placate Sam and/or find a compromise; or to reject both Sam and
Sama’s authority and insist on her right to self-determination. Yet, as the situation
developed and Sam’s behaviour remained unacceptable, audiences explored more
service-based approaches to fixing the problem, such as contacting the police or another
outsider (the neighbour, a counsellor etc) for assistance. The structure of the dramatic
action undoubtedly contributed to the impetus to involve the police at the latter stage of
events. Armed with the hindsight gained from having seen the full model scenario and
knowing that Marla will be beaten in the concluding unit, spectators were faced with
fewer and fewer opportunities for altering the abusive situation once these initial means
of solving it by talking proved inadequate. As the abuse escalated—and the crisis was
reached—spectators suggested and explored a second range of options for preventing it
from eventually occurring. This represents a two-pronged approach to solving Marla’s
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problem in which both inter-personal solutions and legal or service-based options were
jointly explored.

The events discussed below also suggest that spectators contextualised the fictional story
of Marla’s oppression by relating it to the real world. This is not to suggest that audience
members identified directly with Marla or her situation. Rather, this two-pronged
framework was also one in which a range of factors external to the fiction but contained
within the Forum context affected spectators’ involvement in the problem-solving task.

Spectators came to the event as individuals with personal opinions, experiences and
knowledge. This necessarily influences the kinds of interventions they initiated. At the
Cabramatta performance, a female ACL teacher made an early suggestion for Marla to
seek help in dealing with Sam. Vissa questioned the audience in response to this asking
“Who can help Marla?” A number of suggestions were forthcoming from both students
and teachers (“call the police”, “She can ring her neighbour”, “…or a community
worker”). An ACL teacher suggested that Marla can “get help from a counsellor”. This
spectactor willingly joined Liliana and Angel on stage and role-played this suggestion,
taking on the role of a marriage counsellor and advising the couple to come to an
agreement and compromise regarding their differences.

This intervention was not riveting, dynamic theatre, by any means—Angel, Liliana and
the spectactor-as-counsellor simply sat and spoke to each other for a short period of time.
It was, however, influenced by the spectactor’s experience of the real world; as a teacher
at Cabramatta ACL she knows the ACL employs a part-time counsellor to assist students
with any issues relating to their education, settlement, or personal life. Teachers regularly
encourage students to see the counsellor and anecdotally report that this is often the first
step to linking students with other outside services such as Migrant Resource Centres or
relevant support groups. This would thus seem to relate to the spectator’s knowledge
based on her work. Within the context of the fiction and by taking advantage of the
Forum context, this spectator offered assistance to Marla that she knew to be available to
the student audience.

In the final example, the real world location of the performance influenced one
spectator’s suggestion to comic effect. The seating arrangement at the Fairfield
amphitheatre meant spectators were facing each other, able to see each other throughout
the duration of the performance. As well as contributing to the size of the overall
audience and enhancing the sociality of the event, it allowed spectators to address each
other directly. During the re-performance, a female student spectator intervened to
suggest Marla get help from the police and gestured to the crowd: “there is a police
woman … she [Marla] should go to her now!” The police officer in question—one of the
Police DVLOs involved in the consultation period—resisted the implied suggestion to
become involved onstage nervously smiling and shaking her head, yet the audience were
highly entertained by the sudden intersection of the fictional and real worlds.

To conclude provisionally, observational information from the four performances
suggests that audiences were actively engaged by the event: they participated in role-
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plays and discussions; they enjoyed the social location of the event; they explored a
number of issues raised by Marla’s situation; and they attempted to alleviate her
oppression by both social and legal avenues. These ephemeral signs of audience
engagement suggest “Legal Theatre” went some way to overcoming the language and
cultural barriers of its audience. Below, we consider spectators’ responses in the post-
performance questionnaires and follow-up interviews.
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7. AUDIENCE QUESTIONNAIRE AND INTERVIEW RESPONSES

This chapter continues our focus on the audience’s reception of the project. Feedback
includes individual spectators’ responses to the questionnaire distributed at the
conclusion of each performance and a series of interviews we conducted with twenty
audience members in the days following each performance. Information regarding the
design and aims of the questionnaires and interviews is provided in Chapter 4:
Methodology (see also Appendices C, D and E).

7.1 Questionnaire Results
The evaluation achieved a 71% response rate with 334 returned questionnaires.
Information gathered includes both demographics and responses to the performance
event. The tables below provide the raw data (and percentages) for responses to the
questionnaire. Discussion of these results will focus on what they suggest in terms of the
strengths and weaknesses of the “Legal Theatre” project’s aims and methodology.

7.1.i Demographic Information

Figure 7.1: Total Number of Respondents for each Event
Fairfield Liverpool Bankstown Cabramatta Total

138 60 33 103 334

Figure 7.2: Gender of Respondents – all events
Female Male Unknown

231 (69%) 96 (29%) 6 (2%)

Figure 7.3: First Language of Respondents – all events
Arabic Vietnamese Cantonese/

Mandarin
Khmer Serbian Other Unknown

111 (32%) 59 (18%) 29 (9%) 19 (6%) 9 (3%) 41 (12%) 66 (20%)

Figure 7.4: Australian Migrant Entry Program (AMEP) Level of Respondents – all
events

Level One Level Two Level 3 Unknown Level
95 (28%) 142 (43%) 64 (19%) 33 (10%)

Figure 7.5: Respondents’ length of time in Australia – all events
1-3mth 4-6mth 7-11mth 1-3yrs 4-5yrs 5yrs+ Other Unknown

73 (22%) 84 (25%) 64 (19%) 36 (11%) 12 (4%) 15 (4%) 43 (13%) 7 (2%)
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7.1.ii Response to the Questionnaire Statements
Tables 7.6-10 below show the responses to all items on the questionnaire, firstly
considered en bloc and subsequently disaggregated according to AMEP English language
level. On the questionnaire form, people could respond to statements with one of four
options: “strongly agree”, “agree”, “disagree”, or “strongly disagree”. For the purposes of
discussion here, these options have been consolidated into two broad
categories—“Agreement” or “Disagreement”. The category “Unknown” is used
whenever a respondent left an item blank.

Figure 7.6: Overall response: all respondents – all events (334 individuals).
Questionnaire Statement Agreement Disagreement Unknown
1. I enjoyed today’s activities. 332 (96%) 4 (1%) 8 (3%)

2. I understood the play. 315 (94%) 10 (3%) 9 (3%)

3. I understood the discussion. 277 (83%) 36 (11%) 21 (6%)

4. Before today, I knew
where to get legal help. 171 (51%) 129 (39%) 34 (10%)

5. After today, I know
where to get legal help. 288 (86%) 8 (2%) 38 (11%)

6. In the show, I could
speak or act if I wanted to. 187 (56%) 112 (34%) 35 (10%)

7. I could try some of the
solutions I saw today. 232 (69%) 62 (19%) 40 (12%)

Figure 7.7: Respondents from AMEP Level One – all events (95 individuals).

Questionnaire Statement Agreement Disagreement Unknown
1. I enjoyed today’s activities. 90 (95%) 1 (1%) 4 (4%)

2. I understood the play. 86 (91%) 5 (5%) 4 (4%)

3. I understood the discussion. 65 (68%) 19 (20%) 11 (12%)

4. Before today, I knew where
to get legal help. 52 (55%) 32 (34%) 11 (11%)

5. After today, I know where to
get legal help. 78 (82%) 4 (4%) 13 (14%)

6. In the show, I could speak or
act if I wanted to. 36 (38%) 47 (49%) 12 (13%)

7. I could try some of the
solutions I saw today. 59 (62%) 25 (26%) 11 (12%)
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Figure 7.8: Respondents from AMEP Level Two – all events (142 individuals).

Questionnaire Statement Agreement Disagreement Unknown
1. I enjoyed today’s activities. 136 (96%) 2 (1%) 4 (3%)

2. I understood the play. 138 (97%) 0 4 (3%)

3. I understood the discussion. 125 (88%) 10 (7%) 7 (5%)

4. Before today, I knew where
to get legal help. 73 (51%) 61 (43%) 8 (6%)

5. After today, I know where to
get legal help. 131 (92%) 3 (2%) 8 (6%)

6. In the show, I could speak or
act if I wanted to. 88 (62%) 45 (32%) 9 (6%)

7. I could try some of the
solutions I saw today. 105 (74%) 22 (15%) 15 (11%)

Figure 7.9: Respondents from AMEP Level Three – all events (64 individuals).
Questionnaire Statement Agreement Disagreement Unknown
1. I enjoyed today’s activities. 63 (98%) 1 (2%) 0

2. I understood the play. 63 (98%) 1 (2%) 0

3. I understood the discussion. 61 (95%) 2 (3%) 1 (2%)

4. Before today, I knew where
to get legal help. 34 (53%) 29 (45%) 1 (2%)

5. After today, I know where to
get legal help. 61 (95%) 1 (2%) 2 (3%)

6. In the show, I could speak or
act if I wanted to. 50 (78%) 13 (20%) 1 (2%)

7. I could try some of the
solutions I saw today. 52 (81%) 11 (17%) 1 (2%)

Figure 7.10: Respondents whose AMEP level is unknown – all events.

Questionnaire Statement Agreement Disagreement Unknown
1. I enjoyed today’s activities. 32 (97%) 0 1 (3%)
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2. I understood the play. 28 (85%) 4 (12%) 1 (3%)

3. I understood the discussion. 26 (79%) 5 (15%) 2 (6%)

4. Before today, I knew where
to get legal help. 12 (36%) 7 (22%) 14 (42%)

5. After today, I know where to
get legal help. 18 (55%) 0 15 (45%)

6. In the show, I could speak or
act if I wanted to. 13 (39%) 7 (22%) 13 (39%)

7. I could try some of the
solutions I saw today. 15 (45%) 4 (12%) 14 (43%)

7.2 Discussion of Questionnaire Results
7.2.i The Audience and Its Experience
Demographic information regarding respondents’ first language and period of residency
in Australia shows again that the project partners successfully accessed the specified
target group. In addition to the four community languages into which questionnaires were
translated, other languages specified by respondents included Amharic, Assyrian,
Bengali, Croatian, Farsi, French, Hindi, Indonesian, Kurdish, Lao, Polish, Romanian,
Spanish, Tagalog, Tetum, Thai, Turkish and Urdu. Sixty-six respondents did not indicate
their first language. As these respondents completed the questionnaire in English and
chose not to complete the interview volunteer slip—on which first language was
explicitly asked—it is impossible to ascertain their first language or cultural background.

As previously noted, “Legal Theatre” drew more than double the proposed target of 200
people. This success is due, in part, to institutional networking. The project partners were
able to access their target audience en masse by coordinating the activity with institutions
with the same audience, the AMEP providers. However, the project partners were not
thus guaranteed maximum target group attendance at events. At the Liverpool and
Bankstown events, teachers anecdotally reported having restricted the excursion to those
students with more developed English language skills, ie. in Level Two and Three. While
the project partners had assured staff that the event would be suitable for students of all
language levels, this suggests that not all of involved parties readily accepted this
hypothesis.

Thirty-three respondents did not provide details of their AMEP level (“Unknown”). This
figure includes some individuals who were target group members but not ACL students:
for example, at least thirteen senior citizens attended the Bankstown performance and
submitted questionnaires. It may also include some “passer-by” spectators from the
outdoor Fairfield performance: the English language skills of these individuals in
impossible to ascertain.
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Overall, audiences were actively engaged by the “Legal Theatre” project with near-
unanimous enjoyment of the event reported by respondents. This correlates with our
observations of spectators as discussed in the previous chapter. As well as cheering,
applauding, giggling, chatting, intervening and suggesting solutions to (and debates
about) Marla’s situation, respondents overwhelmingly reported that they enjoyed
themselves. Written feedback on the questionnaire further supports this evaluation.
Responding to the open-ended “Would you like to say anything else?” section of the
questionnaire, respondents frequently expressed having enjoyed the event: it’s nice
theatre; I really like the today’s activity and it is very good and useful for those who are
really facing the problems like this; that’s very wonderful shows. I enjoyed see the shows;
Today very good show.

7.2.ii Comprehension Barriers

Figure 11: Respondents’ Self-Assessed Comprehension of the Play and Discussion
Respondents’ AMEP
Level

Comprehension of the
Play

Comprehension of the
Discussion

All Levels
(334 respondents) 315 (94%) 277 (83%)

Level One
(95 respondents) 86 (91%) 65 (68%)

Level Two
(142 respondents) 138 (97%) 125 (88%)

Level Three
(64 respondents) 63 (98%) 61 (95%)

Unknown Level
(33 respondents) 28 (85%) 26 (79%)

Level One students’ self-assessed comprehension of the drama is comparable to students
of higher levels. This suggests that low-level English literacy skills were not a significant
barrier to engagement with the model scenario. All respondents reported understanding
the play to a greater degree than the discussion. This trend—apparent across AMEP
Levels—is most noticeable for Level One students; these respondents reported
understanding the discussion to a markedly lesser extent than the stage drama.
Unsurprisingly, lower levels of English language literacy correlate with lower reportage
of understanding of the discussion while higher levels of English language literacy
correlate with higher reportage of understanding the discussion.

While individual spectators can benefit from the language-based scaffolding described in
Chapter 6, this suggests that spectators at a Forum Theatre event do need to share a
certain level of spoken literacy to fully engage with the Forum-based discussions; Forum
Theatre is, to some extent, a “talky” activity. Chapter 8 provides further discussion and
recommendations regarding this issue.
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7.2.iii Knowing where to get legal help
Overall, there was a marked increase in respondent self-assessment of knowing where to
get legal help. Approximately half of respondents (171 individuals) indicated having
some knowledge of where to access legal help prior to the event. This figure increases to
more than 85% (288 individuals) after the event and, presumably, as a result of it.

Of most interest is the change in attitude from respondents who indicated they did not
know where to access legal help prior to the event. Those who responded negatively to
Item 4 on the questionnaire were greatly inclined to respond positively on Item 5. This
shift is most dramatic for respondents at AMEP Levels Two and Three. 84% of Level
Two respondents who disagreed with the proposition about knowing where to get legal
help beforehand had shifted to agreeing with the proposition afterwards. For Level Three
respondents, the corresponding figure is 90%. The shift towards agreement is slightly less
pronounced for Level One respondents: 60% of respondents in this category who
disagreed with, or did not respond to, the proposition that they knew where to get legal
help beforehand moved towards agreement with the proposition afterwards.

While the results from all respondents are encouraging this does suggest that English
language ability plays some part in audience members’ capacity to learn from “Legal
Theatre”. Nevertheless, the fact that respondents at all AMEP levels overwhelmingly
reported knowing where to get legal help after the event suggests that “Legal Theatre”
was successful in conveying basic legal information to spectators.

Some written feedback supplied by respondents directly addressed the issue of the
increased knowledge gained as a result of the event: thank you for delivering the Sydney
law to protect the woman from the injustice & persecution of the husband and make us
know the family law; I think legal theatre is very useful for us to understand more about
the law in Australia; It made me the more understand about the law in Australia and I
knew what I can do with happen. Thanks!!!; It’s first play that I saw in Australia. Before
this play I know nothing about a woman’s right here. Now I got more information about
a woman’s right.

Respondents also took the opportunity to request further information regarding legal
issues, with some respondents specifically mention the theatre format in their feedback: I
think should be organize many show like this show so that I can know what is legal; I
would like to attend more performance like this; want to watch more show … help me
understand more about law in Australia; I hope you can show more activities in the
future. Thanks for all actor and actress.

7.2.iv Participation in the Event and Application of the Solutions Presented
Spectators were somewhat hesitant to participate in the forum theatre event with only just
over half of the respondents reporting they could offer a suggestion and/or role-play an
intervention. Again, those with higher levels of English language literacy were more
likely to report being able and willing to participate than those with less developed skills.
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However, spectators’ apparent reluctance to participate does not appear indicative of a
lack of investment in the issues raised by the dramatic model. Written comments dealing
specifically with spectators’ opinions of the situation and solutions presented in the
project provide some evidence of respondents’ interest and investment in the issues
raised: I think the husband should be arrested, it isn’t enough punishment to pay …
because if he hit his wife once time maybe he could do the same again; the police’s
involvement makes the life impossible for the couple; that this play really good and
reflect exactly the men in Arab countries, and my opinion is that women should never
obey her husband in everything, that they have to understand each other and discuss
everything in this life; in my country is different with Australia law in my country people
can make discussion before they go to court; the relationship between the husband and
wife is not showing the opening and development in Australia. Some communities hold
tight to their old traditions and there’s no change without the opening of all.

Spectators’ written reflections on the overall performance event give some indication of
possible hindrances to actively performing these ideas, suggesting that comprehension
was difficult (the theatre was nice. I wish they were speaking slower; the play was OK
but it would be better if it was in Arabic) and that the venue may have had a negative
impact on the experience for some spectators (so hard to hear the actors’ voices because
of surrounding noise; the theatre was excellent but the venue was uncomfortable and
unsuitable unfortunately).

At least two out of every three respondents reported they could attempt actions similar to
those presented in “Legal Theatre” in a real life situation, if the need arose. Again,
English language skill seems to have an impact on respondents’ self-assessed ability to
attempt the solutions debated in the event: the figure for this proposition increases from
62% for Level One respondents to 74% and 81% for Levels Two and Three respondents
respectively. Potential obstacles to application of the solutions offered are discussed
further in Chapter 8. Written feedback suggests that spectators saw some practical
application of the information as feasible: Thank you for the performance today. I think it
will help me a lot in the future; it was a good show and thank you for understanding the
problems; It was a good show. I really enjoyed it and I understand where I should go if I
need help.

7.3 Spectator Interviews
Interviews were geared towards qualitative individual feedback on “Legal Theatre”.
Questions developed from the issues addressed in the questionnaire and interviewees’
responses add depth to these results. The main issues explored were: (i) engagement with
the event—how understandable, memorable and enjoyable the event was for spectators
and whether they had shared the experience with others; (ii) participation as a significant
component of the forum theatre event—why those who intervened did so and what
barriers to participation were experienced by spectators; (iii) educational focus—how the
“Legal Theatre” event influenced spectators’ self-assessment of their legal knowledge
and their ability to put the solutions performed into practice. Additionally, interviewees
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were asked about the choice of domestic violence as a theme for community legal
education directed at this target group.

148 spectators volunteered to participate in a post-performance interview. Purposeful
sampling led to twenty interview subjects being chosen. This figure represents a
statistically small sampling of the overall audience for the “Legal Theatre” project but
does include individuals from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds and with
varying degrees of English language proficiency (indicated by their AMEP level).
Bilingual support workers offered language support for students at Levels One and Two
acting as interpreters during interviews. Level Three students participated in interviews in
English. Gender was not a major consideration in choice of interview subjects: the
proportion of female to male interviewees simply reflects the proportion of female to
male AMEP students and, as a result, audience members. Subjects’ AMEP level and
gender are represented below:

Figure 7.13: Interview Subjects
AMEP level Female Male
Level One (7 subjects) 7 0
Level Two (7 subjects) 2 5
Level Three (6 subjects) 3 3

7.3.i Relevance of the Issue
The violent domestic relationship of Sam and Marla was interpreted as believable and
relevant to some interviewees who discussed the issue at length: that play, drama
activity, that was real (Female Student, Level Three Fairfield); this is my sister’s
[indicating the written feedback on a questionnaire] … About sixty percent of her
personal life is from the show … is about sixty percent similar .... (Male Student, Level
Two Cabramatta); I think in real life there are couple like that (Female Student, Level
One Cabramatta); that play was really. … it look like very real (Male Student, Level
Three Fairfield).  However, interviewees also gave nuance to this conclusion, comparing
it to the situation in their places of birth: Here they say “the woman have the rights” but
even in my country this [Marla’s story] not right … In this country… I don’t know yet but
in my country there are some problems, smaller than the story and bigger than the
story… It’s a real story in my country (Male Student, Level Two Cabramatta); That is
happening … the background of the culture …  is different in Australia… maybe some
men is thinking like back home … and not give to the wife good rights (Male Student,
Level Three Fairfield); That drama … maybe our countries not like that (Male Student,
Level Two Fairfield). All interviewees expressed the opinion that domestic violence is an
issue of concern in Australia and that the representation of it in the Legal Theatre project
was realistic.

7.3.ii Memorable Moments
Interviewees were consistently able to relate the general plot of the model scenario and
outline in detail key plot developments such as Sam’s refusal to allow Marla to go out or
wear make-up and the impact of Sama on the couple’s marriage: I remember clearly is
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when the wife trying to get out  … going out … not letting her do makeup and meeting
friends … the husband see the wife just as a slave, not as a wife (Female Student, Level
One Cabramatta); Show is the lady … she has her friend and her friend tell her and give
her lipstick and her husband come and say, ‘no why you do this? You can’t do this?’ and
‘you can’t do out. You stay at home.’ and mother in law, ‘oh, you are a lazy girl … you
always watching TV and the floor is dirty’ (Male Student, Level Two Cabramatta); The
story about the woman … she married and she has 3 children and she arrive Australia
with her family and she doesn’t know English … and her husband don’t like her to go
out, talk to somebody … only she have to clean house and she has mother in law … is
very severe and she … want to change her life but she can’t. She need some information
to do it (Female Student, Level Two Cabramatta). The dramatic model was clearly
comprehended and remembered by the twenty spectators who were involved in the
follow up interviews. This correlates with the questionnaire results in which spectators
reported having understood the fictional story they witnessed. Interviewees could also
recall quite specific details— quoting dialogue and miming gestures of the actors—in the
interview setting.

As well as the fictional model scenario, interviewees focused on the broader issues of
domestic violence and the law’s role in protecting women facing these situations: It was
about family … domestic violence. If there is violence in the family we should report it
and ask for help (Female student, Level One Cabramatta); all about woman rights … how
can she get help, especially in Australia (Female Student, Level Three Fairfield); It was
about a woman at home … her husband and the mother in law treating her no good. And
the neighbours and police came to help her and try the solution about her family (Female
Student, Level One Cabramatta). While the Forum Theatre model generally resists
simply delivering a “take home message”, “Legal Theatre” appears successful at
achieving the specific aim of highlighting the issue of domestic violence to its audience.

Interventions were of great interest to spectators. Five interviewees vividly described
onstage performances by fellow students and/or teachers: My friend … one of my friend
… played the neighbour and said “your husband hit you?” and “can I help you”’ and
“Next time, that if something happens can I call the police?” That was my friend (Male
Student, Level Two Cabramatta); I remember there’s a lady she’s playing Marla’s role
… new Marla react different to the first Marla and then she stand up and she talk back to
the husband (Female Student, Level One Cabramatta); I still remember that one of my
friends went up and he made the suggestion that they tell them to stop the violence and
call the police (Male Student, Level Two Cabramatta); There’s one person came on the
stage. She’s a woman… teacher… she just said that her husband to allow her to do such
things (Female Student, Level One Cabramatta); I remember my teacher, she try to deal
with the husband but the husband so aggressive … she couldn’t do anything! [laugh]
(Female Student, Level Three Cabramatta).

As our observations of the audience during performances suggests, spectators were
particularly engaged by watching known individuals join the onstage action. Interviewees
recalled these interventions in detail and were keen to offer their own opinions of the
solutions: one girl, she was from our class… she say she has to kick the mother-in-law
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from the house [laugh] … that wasn’t good … that kick the mother in law. It’s very rude
(Female Student, Level Three Fairfield); I remember one lady who do the action … of
when she clean the house and the mother in law order her do this do this, do this and she
say, “No I won’t do this”’ [laugh] I think, yes she right… she has right to do something
and if she clean… up to her (Male Student, Level Two Cabramatta).

Interviewees consistently reported high levels of engagement with the event and having
been interested and involved in it during the performance. Their willingness to offer
opinions of the event supports our evaluation that spectators overall appeared invested in
the project. Interviewees were particularly engaged by the participatory component of the
format: After the show there was some people went on the stage to changing it. That was
fun. That was good. I find that when there were people joining the show to changing the
situation … is fun (Female Student, Level One Cabramatta).

7.3.iii Sharing the Experience with Others
Of the twenty interviewees, only three had not discussed “Legal Theatre” after the event.
Some discussions occurred in class in the days following the event: after that … when the
play finished … we come back to class and we talk about it with everyone in class
(Female Student, Level Two Cabramatta); My teacher … we have a discussion in class.
We talk about the play and I talk with my friend about the plays … and what we can look
for the organisations (Female Student, Level Three Cabramatta). Debates inspired by the
dramatic action not only occurred during the event but also afterwards: After the show, in
the class … the teacher also discuss the show with us and there are two different ideas.
The other part were male … they were men. They have different opinion to us … they said
that the couple life is like that and having conflict is normal but to us … woman … love is
different … it is not involving violence (Female Student, Level One Cabramatta).

For many, the event was the topic of conversations outside the classroom as people
reflected on the event with classmates, friends—both those who had attended and those
who had not—and family: In class … with the teacher… we didn’t talk much but with our
friend we talk a lot (Female Student, Level Three Cabramatta); I spoke about it in my
home and with my cousins (Female Student, Level Three Fairfield). In discussing the
event with others, interviewees focused predominantly on four main areas of interest:

 The specific details of the dramatic fiction: My mother in law, my sister. I just tell
them about story … roughly all the content, the story (Female Student, Level One
Cabramatta); I talk to my friend, the one which share house with me … I talking
about the show… the husband the wife and the mother in law and how there’s
violence in the family (Female Student, Level Two Cabramatta).

 The legal information they had gathered from the show: I told my husband… I
told him that today I seen a show it is about women and children if they get
abused there is a law to help them (Female Student, Level One Cabramatta); I
talk to my family, my parents. I told them that the law here is with the woman and
if she needs any help that’s where to go (Female Student, Level One Fairfield); I
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told my brother about … don’t use the violence in your family (Male Student,
Level Two, Fairfield). For these interviewees, the basic information regarding
accessing legal help was comprehended and prioritised when they shared the
experience with others.

 Interviewees’ specific engagement or involvement in the activity and its relation
to their own domestic situation: I’ve told it to my family, my wife what I saw from
that … I told my wife [laugh] … she can do that stuff (Male Student, Level Three
Fairfield); I tell my husband [laugh] … On that night I told my husband about
that show … from the start to the end [laugh] … he say after … ask how he
compare to … he better or worse? [laugh] Because he’s good I can tell him about
it! (Female Student, Level One Cabramatta); I tell my friend and tell my wife. The
character … have my name … the same name and my wife name. I’m Sam and my
wife is Marla [laugh] But I tell my wife I not angry! [laugh]… (Male Student,
Level Two Cabramatta).; Tell my husband, “I did a drama!” …  I cut it short for
my husband …just make it “the man go to the jail… women have rights” (Female
Student, Level Three Cabramatta).

 The format of the event. Only one person had attended an event like this
previously. For the rest, the theatrical mode was reported as unique and
interesting: I tell my cousin. I talk with my family. I tell a friend in email. I say,
“in Australia they have many new and many interesting … many way to introduce
people to know the law and how do we make it better” (Female Student, Level
Two Cabramatta); I say … create a good way to tell new migrants about domestic
violence in Australia (Male Student Level Three, Cabramatta).

Interview material suggests that the high levels of engagement experienced by spectators
helped them relate to and debate the dramatic action, joke with family members about
any similarities with the model and reflect on the use of a theatrical format as a mode of
education. While the long-term efficacy of the project is impossible to gauge, the
interview responses suggest that the event remained interesting to interviewees in the
days and weeks following it.

7.3.iv Getting Involved—Barriers and Benefits to Participation
Barriers to participation were a key discussion point in the interviews. Only half of the
questionnaire respondents indicated they could actively participate in the Legal Theatre
event. Interviewees reported a variety of reasons for not participating in interventions.

Interviewees from all AMEP levels reported language constraints as a barrier to
participation: Me ... I can’t at moment … my English is not good (Male Student, Level
Three Fairfield); I’m not … self confident with my language, that’s my problem. If I don’t
have … in my mind I thinking more but how can I explain … my language is too short…
the problem about language (Male Student, Level Three Fairfield); Because I’m afraid I
speak the wrong word or is not polite word so it uglier than the story (Male Student,
Level Two Cabramatta). Anecdotal feedback from ACL teachers suggests that students
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are habitually reluctant to practice their English language in a public setting and that a
lack of confidence does not necessarily equate with lack of actual English language
skills: students at all AMEP levels regularly self-assess themselves as incapable of using
English to a satisfactory degree. This evaluation makes no attempt to differentiate
between interviewees’ English language abilities and their confidence in using English,
however. Self-assessed lack of English was consistently presented as the first barrier to
participation. This issue is discussed further in Chapter 8.

However, English language literacy is not the only factor in spectators’ reluctance to
participate in interventions. Interviewees also regularly reported not making suggestions
due to their personality: Because it is my personal character. I am a bit … I’m an in
person (Female Student, Level One Cabramatta); I feel shy … when I speak in front of
people, I am very shy. In my country, same. Even if I know everybody I never speak
(Female Student, Level Two Cabramatta). As one interviewee was at pains to explain,
limited English skill was not an issue for some people who nonetheless refrained from
participating: I remember one of the teacher … Peter … his language is very good … he
say something but the host ... he ask if he want to share and he say “no absolutely not”.
To assume that English language literacy is the only obstacle faced by spectators would
not be completely accurate: I would never… even in my language… it is my personality
(Male Student, Level Three Cabramatta). While some interviewees suggested that had
they been able to speak their first language, they would be more likely to participate—If I
could speak in Arabic or Assyrian … my first language is Assyrian … I speak too much!
[laugh] (Male Student Level Three Fairfield); yes yes yes [would speak if in Amharic]
(Male Student, Level Two, Fairfield)—for others, this made no difference: I didn’t want
to. I enjoy watching the show but I don’t intend to join (Female Student, Level One
Cabramatta); Even in my country, I never get into the play (Male Student, Level Three
Cabramatta). This general “shyness” was reported as consistently as language difficulties
as a significant contributing factor to interviewees’ reluctance to intervene in the Forum.

The appropriateness of being involved in the performance was also identified as an issue
for some interviewees. One interviewee reported that her reluctance to participate was
specifically due to how any action on her part might be interpreted by other members of
the audience: First the language… and also because I’m wearing the hijab. It maybe … is
disrespecting religion… there’s no restrictions but other people see me … if see the hijab
and acting they might think disrespect… (Female Student, Level One Fairfield). A male
interviewee reported that his gender might make his participation inappropriate: And
because I am … am man I should not have opinion…. The men have lot of opinion to
speak. Lots of ladies around me have opinion but they scared to have speak … maybe …
the story show about the women so the ladies know better than me, know more about the
women’s story than me (Male Student, Level Two Cabramatta). These responses suggest
that interviewees had reasons other than simply English language proficiency that
affected their decision to participate in a forum theatre event. These reasons may be
personality traits, what other spectators might assume of them, or their gender. They may
also stem from more simple issues such as seating arrangements for the specific event: I
sit in the corner near the back so I can’t hear the people at the front … no chance to put
hand up (Male Student, Level Two Cabramatta); or rules of etiquette: lot of people
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around me have opinion. I don’t want to compete with them... I let them speak (Male
Student, Level Two Cabramatta).

However, lack of direct participation in the on-stage role-plays or the discussion does not
equate with lack of interest in the dramatic scenario: interviewees whose participation
was muted did explain they had been considering solutions to Marla’s problem: I have
ideas … I keep it in my mind. At that time, everyone pay attention on the stage but at the
moment in my mind I have another thing they do with the husband. To deal with the
husband (Female Student, Level Three Cabramatta); I didn’t because I don’t know how to
express… I was thinking that the woman should get help or leave him (Female Student,
Level One Cabramatta); If I can speak English I will try to perform … this … like the
black woman (Female Student, Level Two Cabramatta).

Some (4) interviewees also reported that their personal involvement in the action was
somewhat hampered by their literacy capabilities but that they nonetheless understood the
majority of the activity: during the discussion … there was something I hardly
understand so I didn’t join in the suggestion. I think that action I can understand. The
actions… But the language and the conversation is a bit hard for me to understand
(Male Student, Level Two Cabramatta); On the day, I want to give the suggestion but I
have the language problem. But I understand the show…. I don’t have any other
problem. Just the language. I understand but I can’t speak (Female Student, Level Two,
Cabramatta); Because I just come here to learn things. I start English and it very difficult
to say everything. Sometime I hear and understand but I can’t speak English (Female
Student, Level Two Cabramatta); I like to listen and hear to help me understand. About
the show, I can’t say a lot but I listen and I hear from the start to the end (Female
Student, Level One Cabramatta).

Interventions are a core component of the Forum Theatre event. Two interviewees had
actively participated in onstage interventions. Both women reported that they were
motivated by their compassion for Marla: she was very poor that girl … they said that
you can do if you have any suggestion and I thought she was very silent and if she speak
she can solve the problem that’s why I went to it. I went there to solve the problem …
(Female Student, Level Three Fairfield); You know… when I sat in the chair and looking
what that man did for that woman … my heart was broken  … so when the man said,
“Who can come to help?” I jumped (Female Student, Level Three Cabramatta).

This interviewee was also prompted by her urge to educate her fellow classmates: I did
that part to tell … I want to explain to the people what they can do… to explain to the
women there (Female Student, Level Three Cabramatta). This spectactor’s interest in
educational theatre—she had previous experience of Forum-style activities in
Kenya—was integral to the experiences of many fellow students and she was directly
referred to by two interviewees when discussing the highlights of the event and opinions
regarding interventions: I learnt from the other lady who act in the place of the wife …
that the woman should be strong in these days (Female Student, Level One Cabramatta).
Although not able or willing to do so themselves, interviewees appeared pleased that
someone intervened: I feel it was good that there were people … and contribute their
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suggestion … When we can change the story we feel more interested then than if just stay
there and just listen … It’s more interesting  (Female Student, Level Two Cabramatta); I
think they brave! [laugh]… because they come in front of a lot of people and they talk.
Anyway, they have a suggestion to change the situation and they don’t know the
suggestion if is good for the wife but at least they have something for her to choose
(Female Student, Level Three Cabramatta); I hope some people are participate that day. I
think it’s good for them. I don’t want no people to get up (Male Student, Level Three
Cabramatta). Again, interventions were a highlight of the event for some interviewees,
including those who were not themselves active in intervening: when they have people
come on stage changing the part that was fun (Female Student, Level One Cabramatta);
I’m so happy when they come to do suggestion again … about that I am very happy…
about that … and I understand (Female Student, Level One Cabramatta).

For those who did intervene, the experience of being involved in onstage actions was of
prime importance. One interviewee reported that it made her memory of the event much
clearer: I was Marla for some time that is why I remember some things … I was listening
to them very carefully after that (Female Student, Level Three Fairfield). For the other
interviewee, a sense of accomplishment was her final assessment of the experience of
intervening: I’m happy for that … for my acting … that woman got freedom (Female
Student, Level Three Cabramatta).

7.3.v Educational Impact And Applicability of Solutions
The Legal Theatre project was one of the first experiences of legal education for many
interviewees since their arrival in Australia: I never had the information about the legal
(Male Student, Level Two Cabramatta); none [legal information] since being here
(Female Student, Level One Cabramatta). For others, the project was part of their
personal process of accumulating legal information from family and friends, television
and community contacts: I watch the TV in my country because this one … they advertise
in the TV how the man abuse the wife in the family. This was in Cambodia. (Female
Student, Level Two Cabramatta); I know some of it before the show… friend… my family
(Male Student, Level Two Cabramatta); I just know what is right what is wrong. I know
the husband should not treat his wife like that and I know that his wife can get some help
from some organisations … something like that …  but I don’t know where and how she
could do exactly (Male Student, Level Three Cabramatta); hearing from my sister who
live here more than me… and new friends I have in Australia. And some people in the
Vietnamese community give me information (Female Student, Level Two Cabramatta).

Apart from word-of-mouth, the main methods for obtaining legal information that
interviewees had experienced were printed materials: just some booklet from TAFE or
ACL or something (Male Student, Level Three Cabramatta); Sometimes I read in the
magazine. I sometimes read some book regarding those topic … I heard some thing like
this, some situation like this … (Female Student, Level One Cabramatta). Educational
facilities both in the interviewee’s home country and in Australia were also mentioned as
avenues for accessing and discussing legal information: Mainly from school is the main
source we get the information … you can see it in lots of information [gesturing towards
the pamphlet racks in the room] (Male Student, Level Three Cabramatta); my teacher told
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me … when I am in high school in my country and there is lot of problem and the teacher
give me the idea that they should get strong warning and tell if a second time worse
(Male Student, Level Two Cabramatta).

In discussing prior understanding of where to access legal information, interviewees
regularly returned to focus on the Legal Theatre event, often comparing and contrasting
the event with other educational tools such as pamphlets and discussion groups:
Sometime … ACL we have meeting… with police. Play … more interesting than the
meeting. Meeting … somebody talk talk talk … not interesting. Because they are actors
and actress … we can discuss. I like it (Female Student, Level Three Cabramatta); They
give me some papers … pamphlets. Pamphlets and play … they support each other. That
is theory. This is practice … it is visible (Male Student, Level Three Fairfield); the plays
make me more interested. And after the play …  I really want to take a lot of brochures. If
I don’t see the play, maybe I don’t interest in the brochures on the table (Female Student,
Level Three Cabramatta). In general, interviewees were open to experiencing legal
education in a new format and expressed that combining written material with the
theatrical mode was stimulating and successful.

Interviewees also focused on the impact of “Legal Theatre” on their personal knowledge:
After this performance I know more… Before … I just know triple 0 (Female Student,
Level Two Cabramatta); I never had the information about the legal. After I see the show
I understand more (Male Student, Level Two Cabramatta); I knew a little bit before the
play but I not know where to go if that happen in that situation in the future … I hear my
friend say, “if there violence the law will protect you” but they really don’t know where
to go… but now I know… (Female Student, Level Three Cabramatta); The show show me
that … whenever happen there’s place to help … and also what is the law in Australia. I
think that it shows that if there’s some violence in the family there’s the law to protect.
When we are wrong … we couldn’t fix it … have solutions… then there’s law to help us
(Female Student, Level One Cabramatta). While some interviewees reported having some
knowledge of accessing help prior to the event all twenty interviewees assessed “Legal
Theatre” as having improved their understanding of how to access legal help in Australia.

This improvement was often directly related to interviewee’s ability to assist someone
facing domestic violence situation: before that activity you don’t know if you can do that
… you’re not sure … but after that activity … you really do know you can do that. And
that is it legal to do (Female Student, Level Three Fairfield); Those kind of shows
actually improve the knowledge about the law so can help others (Female Student, Level
One Cabramatta); When it finish the show, we have the action (Male Student, Level Two
Cabramatta); We can now help … we know the phone number and we can get the
brochure … I will help if I can. If I can talk to and explain if she need anyone … I will
help her … call police call anybody to help her (Female Student, Level Two
Cabramatta); If I see someone’s problem like that, I hope I help them … If I can’t do
anything I just call the police. I try to help but if I can’t, I call triple O (Female Student,
Level Three Fairfield).
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As a CLE strategy, the “Legal Theatre” project aimed at improving recently arrived
migrants and refugees’ understanding of the rights of women facing domestic violence as
well as the legal avenues for responding to such a situation. In the post-performance
questionnaire results, a high proportion of respondents indicated that attending the event
had affected their knowledge of where to access legal help: at the conclusion of the event,
86% of questionnaire respondents self-assessed themselves as knowing where to access
legal assistance if required.

Interview responses support this; interviewees not only suggested that they had increased
understanding of the law regarding domestic violence but also that they felt better
equipped to apply their knowledge if necessary. While these interviewees’ responses
cannot be assumed to be representative of the entire 472 spectators for the project overall,
it is nevertheless meaningful that all twenty interviewees self-reported that “Legal
Theatre” had had a positive effect on their personal knowledge of how to access legal
help. Furthermore, interviewees reported a variety of ways in which “Legal Theatre” had
contributed to their knowledge of the legal avenues for addressing domestic violence in
Australia: calling the police was not the main information gained from “Legal Theatre”
as, for many respondents, this was already known. Instead interviewees’ responses
suggest that they experienced it as an opportunity to understand better the steps involved
in, and results of, taking legal action as well as their own ability to initiate such action, if
necessary.
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8. MAIN FINDINGS, POINTS FOR DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

In this final chapter, we offer an assessment of the “Legal Theatre” project based on the
observations and data reported in Chapters 5, 6 and 7 above. This assessment takes
account of (i) the project’s own specific goals, processes and outcomes and (ii) the
“National Guidelines for the Management of Community Legal Education Practice”.
Overall, the evidence presented in this report suggests that the “Legal Theatre” project
could serve as a very useful model for other CLE practitioners (and community educators
in other sectors) to emulate. However, we must qualify this statement in several
important ways. As noted earlier, a single case study of Forum Theatre is not enough for
us to offer an unequivocal answer to the blunt question “Does it work?” We can only
suggest what worked well (or not so well) in this instance and why. Some of the reasons
given refer to contextual factors that may not hold for other CLE projects. In particular,
readers of this report should bear in mind the following points when considering the
findings and recommendations listed below:

 As the overwhelming majority of audience members were students recruited
through AMEP course providers, we are not in a position to say whether or not
Forum Theatre would work just as well for migrant/refugee audiences recruited in
some other manner.

 We are also not in a position to say how well the project would have worked had
the AMEP teachers and bilingual support workers not provided the kind of
“scaffolding” described above as well as the “pre-learning” activities they
occasionally conducted, such as teaching relevant vocabulary in classes prior to
the performances. (While this intermingling of Forum Theatre “proper” with other
pedagogical strategies might make for a slightly less pure evaluation, we suggest
that it is nevertheless a good thing and worth developing).

 As mentioned previously, care needs to be exercised on the part of the facilitator
to make sure that specific points regarding legislation and legal procedures are not
lost amid discussion of the wider, more diffuse interpersonal and social issues that
the Forum Theatre model often highlights.

 While we can report on the project’s success in engaging its intended target
group, we are not able to comment on whether the audiences for “Legal Theatre”
reached significant numbers of the most vulnerable members within this target
group, namely refugee and migrant women who are currently experiencing
domestic violence; nor can we estimate the actual direct impact that the project
may have had on the lives of women experiencing violence.

 As noted earlier, we have not attempted any sort of cost/benefit analysis for
“Legal Theatre”. For the interest of readers, we do offer some suggestions as to
how the cost of such a project might be reduced or its life extended beyond the
provision of some start-up funding. However, these suggestions (which are
detailed, in the body of the report, under Recommendation #5) should not be read
as somehow implying that the money and time invested in “Legal Theatre” was
not well spent: that is a matter on which readers themselves must make a
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judgment, based on their professional understanding of, and experience in, CLE
(and, of course, the current state of their organisation’s budget).

With these caveats in mind, then, we offer the following findings:

8.1 Main Findings

Finding #1—The “Legal Theatre” Project conforms strongly to the guidelines for
best practice in Community Legal Education that have been established by the
National CLE Advisory Group.

Comments on this finding
The project responded to a need for education about legal and social issues related to
domestic violence. This need was established through formal consultations and ongoing
liaison between South West Sydney Legal Centre, other agencies providing services to
migrants and refugees, and professionals working specifically in the area of domestic
violence prevention.

The manner in which participants engaged in performances of “Legal Theatre” suggests
that the project was relevant to the community:

 Overwhelmingly, spectators appeared attentive to the facilitator and actors
presenting the initial scenario.

 Comments, questions and on-stage interventions by any spectator typically
elicited a response from the rest of the audience in the form of smiles, head-
nodding, laughter, applause or follow-up interventions.

 Audience members who were surveyed afterwards almost unanimously reported
that they “enjoyed the activities” (96% of respondents) and “understood the play”
(94%).37

 Most survey respondents also reported that they “understood the discussion”
surrounding issues raised by the Forum Theatre scenario (83%).

 Responses to the open-ended question on the survey and the more detailed
comments of 20 spectators who participated in follow-up interviews also suggest
the project’s focus on domestic violence was perceived as relevant.

The project reached its specific target audience of recently arrived migrants and refugees
and was relatively easily accessed: an overwhelming majority of the 472 community
participants at “Legal Theatre” performances attended in their capacity as students in
Adult Migrant English Program courses. Three-quarters of the audience members

                                                  
37 Except where it is relevant in the comments under Finding #5 below, the survey results given in this
Chapter quote percentages of respondents overall, rather than the percentages of respondents disaggregated
according to English-language ability.
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surveyed had been in Australia for under 5 years; half had been in the country for under 6
months.

Staff working on the project had knowledge and experience of available CLE initiatives
addressing the needs of migrants and refugees. A novel theatre-based approach was
considered appropriate on the assumption that it might reduce some of the language and
cultural barriers facing this target group (see also Finding #4 and Recommendation #2
below). This and all subsequent decisions about the design and delivery of the project
involved consultation, networking and coordination with other service providers. These
partner organisations have continued their association with the project from the trial of
“Legal Theatre” (as part of which members of the target group were also directly
consulted) through to the performances which are documented and evaluated in this
report.

One measure of the project’s success in terms of effective networking and coordination
with other service providers is that the number of spectators who attended was well over
double the figure proposed in SWSLC’s original funding submission. The participating
AMEP course providers were clearly enthusiastic about involving their students in the
project. Furthermore, since the season of “Legal Theatre” evaluated in this report, there
have been at least five more performances of the “Marla” scenario in conjunction with
community forums on domestic violence, with invitations coming from Liverpool
Council (the organising committee for Refugee Week); Fairfield Council and the NSW
Police Ethnic Community Liaison Officers State Conference (see also Recommendation
#5 below).

Finally, also in line with the National CLE Guidelines, we note that (i) staff working on
the “Legal Theatre” project have demonstrated expertise in making and facilitating a
Forum Theatre performance as the vehicle for this CLE initiative; and (ii) the theory
underpinning this form of educational theatre practice is consistent with principles of
community development.

Finding #2—The “Legal Theatre” project—drawing primarily on research and the
advice of workers in the field—focused on legal and social issues to do with domestic
violence. The issues were perceived as relevant when presented to members of the
target group in performance. Audience members who were surveyed and/or
interviewed overwhelmingly reported increased awareness of some of the legal
resources and support services available to them.

Comments on this finding
The relevance of the legal and social issues presented has already been noted under the
comments on Finding #1. In terms of the project’s success in “increasing awareness”, we
would add the following:

 Half of the spectators surveyed either disagreed with or did not respond to the
proposition that they knew “where to get legal help” before the event. However,
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most respondents in this category (72%) agreed that they did have this knowledge
after the event.

 Most (17) of the 20 spectators who participated in follow-up interviews reported
that they had discussed the Forum Theatre performance, and shared information
about the legal information presented, with family or friends. These interviewees
also reported that their teachers had facilitated post-performance discussions in
class.

 At all performances, a banner clearly identified South West Sydney Legal Centre
as the producer of the event; pamphlets advertising services provided by SWSLC
and other agencies, plus information about selected legal topics, were available in
numerous community languages—these were picked up by most spectators.

 Solicitors from SWSLC and workers from the Women’s Domestic Violence
Court Assistance Scheme were able to deal immediately with straightforward
requests for information during and after the event or else could offer referral
advice.

Finding #3—Having participated in the “Legal Theatre” project, a majority of the
audience members surveyed expressed confidence in their ability to act upon some
of the strategies for dealing with domestic violence that had been presented.

Comments on this finding
This finding gives qualified support to the suggestion that the project achieved another of
its goals, namely to “empower” members of the target group “by encouraging them to
access the legal system”. The notion of empowerment, while central to the ethos of
community development, is notoriously difficult to pin down in theoretical terms, let
alone measure according to any preconceived “performance indicators”. Taking
empowerment to mean, at the very least, access to necessary information and resources,
as well as confidence in one’s ability to act, we note the following:

 86% of all audience members surveyed agreed with the statement “After today, I
know where to get legal help”.

 69% of those surveyed agreed with the statement “I could try some of the
solutions I saw today”.

The second of these figures, while unambiguously a positive result, invites some further
reflection. For the minority of those surveyed who disagreed with the proposition (19%),
or did not respond to it (12%), what exactly is the source of their hesitation? Since many
on-stage interventions and verbal suggestions made by audience members focused on the
interpersonal and social aspects of problems depicted in the Forum Theatre scenario, it
may be that some spectators are responding more to the tenor of what was presented: for
instance, one can agree that the character of Marla deserves more respect while
disagreeing with the suggestion that Marla should shout at her mother-in-law and banish
her from the family home. Alternatively, it may be that a minority of surveyed spectators
is indeed indicating an unwillingness or inability to tackle domestic violence as a
problem potentially requiring the intervention of police and the courts. Many other
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explanations are equally plausible and we suggest that this would be a worthwhile issue
to consider in the evaluation of future CLE projects akin to “Legal Theatre”.

Finding #4—The theatre-based approach adopted in this CLE project is capable of
reducing some of the language and cultural barriers to accessing legal information
and services which are faced by migrants and refugees. Language is still an
important feature of Forum Theatre, however, and in the case of the “Legal
Theatre” Project, spectators with higher levels of fluency in English (eg. AMEP
Level 3) did find it easier to participate than those with minimal or no English
language ability.

Comments on this finding
This finding gives qualified support to the suggestion that the project achieved its goal of
“overcom[ing] language barriers and other cultural barriers through innovative education
strategies”. While there is certainly evidence to support the argument that the project
helped reduce language and cultural barriers, it is equally clear that the English-language
ability of those attending “Legal Theatre” performances had an influence on the way they
engaged with the project.

Responses to Items 6 and 7 on the questionnaire suggest participants’ sense that they
could intervene in the Forum Theatre, and that they could put some of the suggested
strategies into practice, were language-sensitive issues: 38% of AMEP Level One
respondents agreed with the proposition that they could “speak or act if [they] wanted to”
while 62% agreed that they “could try some of the solutions [they] saw” . The
corresponding figures for AMEP Level 2 respondents are 62% and 74%; for Level Three
respondents, 78% and 81%.

Other items on the survey appear far less language-sensitive. This fact, together with
general observations of all audience members during performances and responses from
the 20 student spectators we interviewed, leads us to suggest the following:

 While “Legal Theatre” did involve a good deal of talking, even those spectators
who indicated their English-language ability held them back from participating
on-stage or in discussion were engaged by the project.

 A clear majority (82%) of AMEP Level One survey respondents indicated they
knew where to get legal help after the performance.

 Bilingual support workers were available at all performances and were able to
provide some very useful “scaffolding” for the students’ learning process, as
described in Chapter 6 above (see also, however, Recommendation #2 below).

 Performances of Forum Theatre where the number of spectators intervening on
stage is low may still be very productive in terms of the quality of debate, both
during and after performance, which they stimulate.
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 Cultural barriers other than language background were not often cited as a major
inhibitor to participation by interviewees. Teachers at the Cabramatta campus of
the Australian Centre for Languages had assumed that their (predominantly
Vietnamese and Chinese-speaking) students would be much more tentative about
participating than the (predominantly Arabic-speaking) students at Fairfield ACL:
in fact, we were not able to discern any great difference in the number or quality
of interventions at these performances.

 Lack of theatre-going experience, which might otherwise be considered a cultural
barrier, does not appear to have inhibited participation. We have noted the efforts
of the “Legal Theatre” presenters to deliberately underplay some formal theatre
conventions.

 “Shyness”—as opposed to any culturally-specific traits—was cited by some
interviewees as a factor in determining whether or not they felt able to participate
in role-plays and discussion.

8.2 Points for Discussion and Further Recommendations
For all the considerable merits of the Legal Theatre project, we would stress that Forum
Theatre, the method used, should not be seen as a universal “one size fits all” or fail-safe
approach to the delivery of CLE. In this section, we offer five recommendations relating
to five points of a more general nature that we feel should be considered during the
design and implementation of Forum Theatre. Although presented separately here, the
recommendations imply a decision-making process where several issues would need to
be considered at once, and appropriate compromise solutions adopted, by CLE
practitioners wishing to follow the example of the “Legal Theatre” project.

8.2.i Regarding the Target Audience

Recommendation#1—CLE practitioners interested in pursuing an initiative such as
“Legal Theatre” should base their selection of a thematic focus for the project on
the evidence of current research, on direct consultation (wherever this is feasible)
with members of the targeted community group(s) and on the expert advice of
individuals and organisations who work with these communities. Particular
attention should be paid to ways of accessing any isolated and especially vulnerable
members of the target group.

Discussion
The “Legal Theatre” project successfully targeted groups in the community for whom
this CLE initiative was accessible and relevant. In future versions of “Legal Theatre”—or
in other projects conducted along similar lines—CLE practitioners may be working with
very different target groups or may find, even with the same target group, that different
strategies are required.

We note, for instance, the concern expressed by Police Domestic Violence Liaison
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Officers, during the consultation process for “Legal Theatre”, that migrant and refugee
women in domestic violence crisis situations would most likely have great difficulty
accessing the project. Another group of migrant and refugee women at particular risk of
missing out are women on temporary protection visas, most of whom who are currently
denied access to services such as the Adult Migrant Education Program.

Of course, the obstacles facing women in such isolated circumstances may well be
insurmountable obstacles also for the CLE practitioners who would otherwise wish to
target them specifically. Nevertheless, consideration should be given to any and all
methods of reaching the most vulnerable members within any more broadly defined
target group.

In the case of “Legal Theatre”, more presentations at easily accessed open-air
venues—such as the Ware St Ampitheatre in Fairfield—may be one option to pursue;
another may be to provide more performances for smaller groups organised through
“frontline” agencies (eg. women’s refuges) or grassroots community organisations (eg.
church groups). There are obviously resource implications for either of these options:
outdoor performances tend to require a reasonable Public Address system; multiple
performances for small audiences means more hours during which actors and support
workers are required.

8.2.ii Regarding Language Barriers

Recommendation #2—CLE practitioners interested in pursuing an initiative such as
“Legal Theatre” for a target audience expected to have very limited English
language skills should consider producing bilingual or multilingual Forum Theatre
performances.

Discussion
This report has shown that audience members who attended “Legal Theatre”—for the
most part, regardless of English-language ability—found the event enjoyable, felt that
they had understood the play and discussion of the issues it raised, and felt clearer about
accessing legal help afterwards. Nevertheless, AMEP student spectators at the lowest
level of English-language ability did find it more difficult to take an active role in the
discussion or to role-play an intervention on stage. These students were also slightly more
cautious than others about asserting that they could put into practice ideas that they had
seen.

While it is obviously possible to make the initial presentation of a Forum Theatre
scenario more readily understood by stylising design elements in the performance or
exaggerating gestures, intonation and so on, some topics, and the debate which
accompanies any Forum Theatre event, will involve more complex spoken language.
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AMEP Level One students are people who typically have arrived in Australia with no
English whatsoever and have been here only for a few months. If targeting Forum
Theatre specifically to an audience with such minimal English language skills, it may be
useful to assist spect-actors to make comments and to perform on-stage interventions in
languages other than English. Strategies to achieve this could include using bilingual or
multilingual actors and making sure the performance of the original scenario includes at
least some dialogue in languages other than English. Bilingual or multilingual language
support workers could also be employed to translate comments made by audience
members in their language of origin and/or act out suggestions on behalf of audience
members.

8.2.iii Regarding the Scripting, Staging and Focus of Debate in Forum Theatre

Recommendation #3—In developing Forum Theatre-based projects, educators
should take particular care to ensure that audiences are not led towards “blaming
the victim” by the structure of the scenario, the way it is performed or the way the
social justice issues involved are debated.

Discussion
As argued in Chapter 2, there is a risk that the basic dramaturgical structure of Forum
Theatre—if not skilfully manipulated—can suggest to an audience that characters who
are oppressed or mistreated are to blame for the situation in which they find themselves.
Audiences may be inclined to feel these characters could have, and therefore should have,
acted differently. The entire burden of altering an abusive relationship could thus,
erroneously, be seen as the responsibility of the victim. This problem is particularly
fraught in the case of Forum Theatre about issues such as domestic violence and sexual
harassment.

In the “Legal Theatre” project, the scene between the oppressed wife, Marla, and her new
neighbour, Verra, allowed audience members to look at possible interventions from
outside the immediate victim—perpetrator relationship. Similarly, audiences were
encouraged to look at interventions by external authorities such as the police and courts.
It remains the case, however, that most on-stage interventions were focused on what
Marla could do herself in the face of her husband’s abusive behaviour. Perhaps more
scenes involving the neighbour, extended family, friends etc. could have been envisaged?
Perhaps, also, a scene could have been included where the husband, Sam, was not so
“wound up”. It would have been interesting, for instance, to see a scene in which a
character like Sam might be susceptible to the influence of a male acquaintance: if men
are overwhelmingly the perpetrators of domestic violence or sexual harassment, then an
inclusive community education project should perhaps encourage audiences to see how
men can also be part of the solution to such problems.

This is not to suggest that “Legal Theatre” did fall into the trap of “blaming the victim”.
Careful staging of the scenario and facilitation of debate ensured that the audiences’
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sympathies very clearly lay with Marla, the oppressed protagonist. For instance, Marla
was the only character to address the audience directly. In several scenes, after the
audience had just witnessed Sam verbally abusing or physically threatening her, Marla
would use these occasions of direct-address to offer an apology for her husband’s
behaviour (“he must have had a bad day at work” etc.). From the reactions of audience
members which we observed and documented on video, it is clear that these apologies
were seen for what they really are—an appeal for understanding and help—and not a
valid defence of Sam’s actions.

In relation to facilitation techniques, we would suggest not only that Forum Theatre can
sometimes involve a substantial amount of talk but also that the language used by Forum
Theatre presenters to introduce the performance, to pose questions to an audience and to
comment on responses is largely responsible for “shaping the ideological contours of the
event”.38 Generally, the “Legal Theatre” project struck a very appropriate balance here.
There were some instances of rote-learning where bottom-line “crunch” information was
being conveyed (“What’s the number if you need to call the police? That’s
right—000—can you repeat it?”). On many other occasions, the facilitator seemed
genuinely prepared to step back and allow audience members to debate competing
positions among themselves (for instance, in relation to whether or not a woman in
Marla’s position should immediately seek a divorce).

There were fewer opportunities for audience members to debate material presented in the
“prepared scenes” (featuring the role of police, refuge workers and magistrates) and these
scenes seem close to the outer limit of what can be conveyed purely in terms of legal
facts if a piece of Forum Theatre is to remain dramatically engaging for an audience. On
the other hand, the audiences we observed did seem eager for this information after
having exhausted the opportunities for intervening in earlier scenes. Our suggestion, then,
is that if any more complex legal information needs to be conveyed beyond what is
already in the current “Legal Theatre” scenario, this could perhaps occur more easily in
post-performance workshops (see Recommendation #4 below).

8.2.iv Regarding Pedagogical Strategies

Recommendation #4—Forum Theatre is likely to work best as a CLE strategy when
complemented by ancillary approaches. It is advisable to provide written
information and explicit verbal advice about relevant services at the time of a
Forum Theatre performance. CLE practitioners should also consider the possible
benefits of ‘pre-learning’ activities (eg. workshops for any community workers who
are a point of access to members of the target group in order that these workers can
help prepare audiences for a Forum Theatre performance; post-performance visits
to other events organised by these workers etc.)

                                                  
38 Dwyer, P. “Making Bodies Talk in Forum Theatre” in Research in Drama Education. Vol. 9, No. 2
(September), 2004: p. 201.
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Discussion
We have commented at length on the valuable “scaffolding” of student learning which
was provided by ESL teachers and bilingual support workers from the participating
AMEP providers. This support included workers translating parts of the debate for
audience members with the very lowest levels of English language ability, helping to
relay comments from audience members to the facilitator of the debate when students felt
too shy about their English to speak up, and sometimes taking part in on-stage
interventions as a way to “get the ball rolling” in the open-ended part of the Forum
Theatre event. In many cases, ESL teachers also prepared their students for the project by
teaching specific vocabulary relevant to the theme of domestic violence and/or
facilitating post-performance discussions.

While the workers who supported the project in these ways did so willingly and
enthusiastically, we believe there is scope to formalise a little further this aspect of the
project. In the case of performances that include non-student audiences (for instance,
open-air performances or performances coinciding with grassroots community events), it
might be possible to design a follow-up seminar or a workshop at the Community Legal
Centre or through the intermediary of partner organisations.

8.2.v Regarding Professional Expertise and the Resources required to Produce
Forum Theatre

Recommendation #5—Depending on available resources and other factors, CLE
practitioners interested in using the method of Forum Theatre may wish to use
community volunteers or community workers from partner organisations to the
project as performers and facilitators. In such cases, it is still recommended that
someone with appropriate theatre-making skills be involved in the project, at least
in a consultative role in relation to scripting and staging.

Discussion
We are mindful of the fact that most of the recommendations above require careful
estimation of the time, labour-costs and other resources available to CLE practitioners.
The “Legal Theatre” project was supported by a $14,000 project grant from the Law and
Justice Foundation of NSW which allowed SWSLC to employ three actors with
professional theatre experience on the project, working alongside a CLE Coordinator who
also has considerable theatre experience. In addition, solicitors from SWSLC and staff
from the Women’s Domestic Violence Court Assistance Scheme devoted considerable
time to the project. Clearly, other Community Legal Centres may not be willing or able to
invest resources at a similar level (nor is it likely that SWSLC could commit such
resources to “Legal Theatre” on a recurrent basis without additional ongoing funding).

However, Forum Theatre does not always require the level of resources that went into
this season of the “Legal Theatre” project. A lot of the cost of devising a piece of Forum
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Theatre with professional actors is start-up cost: if the same actors are available on a
regular or semi-regular basis, an hour or two of rehearsal may be all that is required to
“dust off” scenarios that have been used before. In this regard, it is important to note that
SWSLC has been able to remount “Legal Theatre” at minimal extra cost (approximately
$600 per performance) in response to frequent requests from other organisations: since
the four performances on which this evaluation is based, there have been at least five
more covered out of SWSLC or other agencies’ normal running costs. There has also
been an independent production, using the SWSLC “Legal Theatre” script,

Alternatively, workers from community organisations involved in the project may be
perfectly well able to take on acting roles in the production. In “Legal Theatre”, SWSLC
and WDVCAS staff were recruited for important cameo parts—their work experience in
courts and crisis management have clearly provided them with an ability to improvise!

Finally, there may be some projects where—not just for financial reasons—it makes most
sense to recruit volunteers from the target community to perform: in the case of projects
taking place in high-schools, for instance, student audiences could be even more easily
encouraged to join in the debate and on-stage interventions of Forum Theatre if it is a
group of peers who are performing the stimulus scenario (presumably as the outcome of a
series of preliminary focus group workshops).

Professional theatre-making skills are not essential to realising a Forum Theatre project.
It is clear, nevertheless, that “Legal Theatre” did benefit from the writing and performing
skills of those employed on the project. Any Forum Theatre project, if it is to engage
audiences and stimulate debate, needs first to be interesting, watchable theatre.
Professionally trained and/or experienced actors are also likely to be more effective in
handling the improvisational aspects of Forum Theatre.

Finally, as argued above, if due care is not given to scripting and staging the
performance, the consequences can be very detrimental in terms of the pedagogical, and
ultimately political, aims of the project. Therefore, we recommend that CLE practitioners
who are working with untrained actors (particularly community volunteers)—and who
lack themselves experience with theatre-based methods—should seek appropriate advice
and assistance.
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APPENDICES

The following documents were designed specifically for our evaluation of the “Legal
Theatre” project. Readers interested in using the post-performance questionnaire for a
similar Forum Theatre-based CLE project are free to do so provided the appropriate
acknowledgements are made. The script for the “Legal Theatre” project was devised by
South West Sydney Legal Centre’s CLE Coordinator, Visakesa Chandrasekaram.
Readers interested in using this document should contact SWSLC to discuss
acknowledgements prior to beginning rehearsals.

Appendix A. Participant Information Statement & Interview Volunteer slips for
AMEP students

i) English
ii) Arabic
iii) Chinese
iv) Khmer
v) Vietnamese

Appendix B. Participant Information Statement & Interview Volunteer slips for
“passer-by” audience

i) English
ii) Arabic
iii) Chinese
iv) Khmer
v) Vietnamese

Appendix C. Post-Performance Questionnaire for AMEP students
i) English
ii) Arabic
iii) Chinese
iv) Khmer
v) Vietnamese

Appendix D. Post-Performance Questionnaire for “passer-by” audience
i) English
ii) Arabic
iii) Chinese
iv) Khmer
v) Vietnamese

Appendix E. Interview Protocol

Appendix F. “My Name is Marla” Script

Appendix G. Guidelines for the Management of CLE Practice
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Appendix A.i: Participant Information Statement and Volunteer Slip for AMEP
Students (English)

Ms Jaclyn Booton
Dr Paul Dwyer

Department of Performance Studies
Tel: (02) 9351-2706

Legal Theatre is a short play, plus discussion about the law in Australia and
where you can get help with legal problems. Jaclyn Booton and Paul Dwyer
are doing research to find out what you think about Legal Theatre. This will
help to develop better legal education and services.

We are videorecording the play and will ask you to answer a short
questionnaire afterwards. We are also asking for volunteers for a short
interview: please fill in the “Interview Volunteer” form if you are happy to do
this.

Participation is voluntary. If you don’t want to be part of the videorecording,
tell us before the play starts. No-one will be personally identifiable in our
research findings.

Interview Volunteer (Students)
Yes, I can participate in a short interview a week after the play. This will be
held during class time at the ACL.

Your First Name: …………………………………………

Your First language:……………………………………...

ACL teacher/class: ………………………………………
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Appendix A.ii: Participant Information Statement and Volunteer Slip for AMEP
Students (Arabic)
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Appendix A.iii: Participant Information Statement and Interview Volunteer Slip for
AMEP students (Chinese)
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Appendix A.iv: Participant Information Statement and Interview Volunteer Slip for
AMEP students (Khmer)
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Appendix A.v: Participant Information Statement and Interview Volunteer Slip for
AMEP students (Vietnamese)





92

Appendix B.i: Participant Information Statement and Volunteer Slip for “passer-
by” audience (English)

Ms Jaclyn Booton
Dr Paul Dwyer

Department of Performance Studies
Tel: (02) 9351-2706

Legal Theatre is a short play with discussion of what happens in it. The aim
is for you to learn about the law in Australia and where get help with legal
problems.

We want to know what you think about the show and if this is a good way to
learn about the law. This will help organisations develop better legal
education and services.

We are videoing the play, handing out a questionnaire and asking some
people to tell us what they think. You don’t have to be involved if you don’t
want to. We won’t include your name in any documents.

Interview Volunteer
Yes I will participate in a short interview a week after the play. This will be a
15minute phone call with a translator if needed.

First Name: …………………………………………………

Phone number: ……………………………………………

A good day & time to call: ………………………………………………………



93

Appendix B.ii: Participant Information Statement and Volunteer Slip for “passer-
by” audience (Arabic)
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Appendix B.iii: Participant Information Statement and Interview Volunteer Slip for
“passer-by” audience (Chinese)
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Appendix B.iv: Participant Information Statement and Interview Volunteer Slip for
“passer-by” audience (Khmer)
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Appendix B.v: Participant Information Statement and Interview Volunteer Slip for
“passer-by” audience (Vietnamese)





97

Appendix C.i: Post-Performance Questionnaire for AMEP students (English)
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Appendix C.ii: Post-Performance Questionnaire for AMEP students (Arabic)
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Appendix C.iii: Post-Performance Questionnaire for AMEP students (Chinese)
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Appendix C.iv: Post-Performance Questionnaire for AMEP students (Khmer)
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Appendix C.v: Post-Performance Questionnaire for AMEP students (Vietnamese)
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Appendix D.i: Post-Performance Questionnaire for “passer-by” audience (English)
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Appendix D.ii: Post-Performance Questionnaire for “passer-by” audience (Arabic)





104

Appendix D.iii: Post-Performance Questionnaire for “passer-by” audience
(Chinese)
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Appendix D.iv: Post-Performance Questionnaire for “passer-by” audience (Khmer)
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Appendix D.v: Post-Performance Questionnaire for “passer-by” audience
(Vietnamese)
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Appendix E: Interview Protocol

Preamble
—Interviewer introduces self and (if needed) bilingual support worker;
—Thank interviewee for having volunteered: check that consent form has been signed
and that subject understands s/he may withdraw at any time;
—Tape-recording: verify that interviewee agrees to audio recording; explain that the
information thus obtained will be used confidentially and tapes destroyed once the study
is complete;
—Explain that there are no perfectly right or totally wrong answers to the questions: we
are interested in exploring a range of views about the Legal Theatre project.

Interview Topics
There are five main issues to be investigated which correlate fairly closely with the items
on the post-performance questionnaire. The questions below each topic heading represent
the kind of prompts that might be used: not all of these questions would be asked in
practice.

General Recall / Overall Impressions of the Performance
I’d like to start by asking what, if anything, you remember about the performance you
attended a few days ago. What sticks in your mind? How would you describe it, say, to a
friend who hadn’t attended?

Engagement / Personal Involvement
What part did you play in the performance and discussions? Did you have fun? Did you
get up on stage to show your ideas? Did you offer any comments about what you saw on
stage? Were you surprised at all by what people said and did?

Relevance of the Material Presented and Knowledge Gained
How well do you feel you understood the story of the characters in the play? Do you
think that the problems experienced by those characters are relevant to people like
yourself or other recently arrived migrants and refugees? What do you think you learnt
about these problems? Were there any specific ideas that you think you could put into
practice if you had to (or maybe that you could help someone else put into practice)?
After participating in the performance, how easy / hard do you think it would be for
someone to get help with legal problems like the ones we saw in the play?

Barriers to Participation and Ways of Overcoming Them
For those people who participated a lot in the performance and discussion, what do you
think encouraged them to participate? What about people who kept very quiet—why do
you think they hung back? Could they have been more involved somehow? Do you think
it is still possible to get something out of the performance even when you don’t actively
join in on discussions and during role-plays?
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Novelty and Appropriateness of the Forum Theatre Method
What do you think of the balance between the theatre part of the presentation and the
discussion—too much of one and not enough of the other, or just about right? Overall,
how useful do you think this kind of presentation is as a way of exploring legal
issues—would you like to see more of these events for people in your community or is
there a better way to get the information across to those who need it?

Closing
—Thank all interviewees for their time and their input. Let them know that they can
access a copy of the evaluation after it’s completed if they are interested (via South West
Sydney Legal Centre). If interviewees, in answering questions, have raised legal
questions on which they would like some advice, make sure that they know how to
contact SWSLC and/or have relevant brochures in community languages.
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Appendix F. “My Name is Marla” Script

MARLA
Legal Theatre 2

Characters:

MARLA – a thirty two year old woman
SAM – Marla’s husband
SAMA – Marla’s mother in law
VERRA – Marla’s neighbour
ELLEY – A worker from the women’s refuge.
ANN – a Police Officer
JUDGE

 ACT ONE
After a brief welcome and orientation for the audience, Act One is performed. Members of the
audience are then given details about how to participate in forum theatre. Act One will be replayed
with members of the audience invited to stop the play whenever they identify any domestic
violence situation.

SCENE 1
(Marla talks behind a curtain held by two people. She gradually appears through the curtain
and releases the curtain.)
MARLA My name is Marla and I am thirty two years old. This is my husband, Sam. After

we married, about thirteen years ago, we came to Australia. We have three
children. Our eldest son is eleven years old and the youngest is seven. I don’t go
to work but Sam works in a textile factory. All my three children go to school. I feel
so lonely in the daytime. Sometimes Sam’s mother comes and stays with us for a
few days. I have two friends but they live on the other side of Sydney and we don’t
see each other very often. In my country, I had lots of friends. I come from a large
family and I always think about my parents, my brothers and sisters. Sometimes I
feel like going back, but how can I? I don’t have anyone to talk to about my
feelings. (Applying lipstick) When Sam and I go out, I feel happy.

(Sam enters)
SAM What is that?
MARLA (Shaking) Lipstick.
SAM Who gave you lipstick?
MARLA My friend, Neela.
SAM Look at you. You ugly woman. I can’t go to my friends with you like that.
MARLA You can’t even notice it.
SAM No it is ugly. Take it off! You are not wearing make up. (Sam gets ready, implying

that he is in front of a mirror. Marla sadly wipes off her make up and puts a
sleeveless jacket) What is that? I don’t want you to wear that ugly jacket.

MARLA But you bought it.
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SAM Yes, but I don’t want you to wear it tonight.
MARLA I like it.
SAM You will look like a street woman with this. Take it off!
MARLA But Sam-
SAM Look, you should do what I say. Don’t say a word. (exits)
MARLA That’s how he is. (forgiving and hiding her sadness) Well he is my husband. He

loves me; that’s why he is so strict. (prepares to go to the shop with her shopping
basket) He works and does the shopping and looks after us. I can’t really
complain.

SCENE 2
(Sam enters)
SAM Where are going?
MARLA Ah, you are back. I was going to go to the corner shop. We ran out of milk and

bread. Can you give me ten dollars? I want to buy a bottle of shampoo.
SAM Money, money always money. How much have you spent on cream and shampoo

and –
MARLA (turning to exit) Ok. I’ll just get the milk -
SAM I have asked you not to go to the corner shop. I do all the shopping once a week

and you know that.
MARLA But we need milk and bread for tomorrow’s breakfast
SAM What have you done with the milk and bread I bought last Sunday?
MARLA It is finished.
SAM Finished? Finished. You are like a river. You waste everything. You can’t even run

this house.
MARLA No, I am careful. I don’t waste anything.
SAM You try your best to go to that corner shop. I know why you are going there. You

can talk to that man in the shop.
MARLA Sam he is an old man –
SAM You shut up. You can’t argue with me. You are not going to the corner shop. When

our son comes back, I’ll ask him to go to the shop. (Sam exits)
MARLA (attempting cover up Sam’s wickedness) I think he had a bad day at his work. He

is not always like that. (Starts polishing the floor with a rag, squatting) He
sometimes gets angry and I don’t argue with him when he is angry. Sam’s mother
is staying with us this week. She doesn’t like stains or spots on the floor. (Sama
enters, chewing snacks) I better clean.

SAMA Have you finished that side?
MARLA Yes.
SAMA (examining) There are still some stains here in this corner. (Marla moves to the

area that Sama shows and starts to clean) Here… some more here. When I was
at my home, I cleaned my house every day and we had a shining, spotless floor.
These women in Australia spend the whole day in front of the TV. (Sits in a corner)

MARLA She always wants to keep everything perfect. She is bit tough but she (looking for
words) she teaches me how to do things. My friend Neela is in the hospital. I am
going to see her today. (exits)
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SCENE 3
SAMA (to the audience) What’s wrong with being at home…as if she had nothing to do

here? She has too much freedom…my son is a bit weak sometimes
(Marla enters. Sama has been waiting for her annoyed.)

MARLA (apologetically) The.. the train was late. I -
SAMA Mar-
MARLA Has Sam come?
SAMA You bought new shoes!
MARLA Yes (stammering)
SAMA So you went shopping? On your own?
MARLA It.. it was just next to the railway station –
SAMA That’s why you missed the train.
MARLA I’ll do the dishes. (Marla exits. Sam enters.)
SAMA Oh, my son, they made you work late again. I was so worried about you
SAM It was the traffic mother.
SAMA Oh, my poor son. You are working so hard, but no body looks after you.
SAM I am alright mother. Where is Marla?
SAMA She just arrived, just a minute before you.
SAM She never comes on time.
SAMA Mmm… Well these women in Australia… they are not used to staying at home.

(tries to get up) I’ll make you a cup of tea. (cries painfully)
SAM Are you alright?
SAMA Ah, this arthritis, I am so tired.
SAM What did you do today?
SAMA How many times did I walk to the gate to see whether Marla is coming home? I

was so worried, when she was late. I’ll make the tea
SAM You should stay here. I can have a tea later.
SAMA When your father was alive, I always waited for him by the door with a cup of tea.
(Marla enters)
MARLA You are back? Would you like a cup of coffee?
SAM You know that I have coffee in the evening, so why should you ask?
(Marla turns to go)
SAM Why were you late today?
MARLA I missed the train.
SAMA She went shopping…by herself…Did you see her knew shoes? They’re very

dressy
MARLA They were so cheap. The train was late.
SAM You always have an excuse. You don’t want to stay at home any more?
MARLA But I never leave home. It’s only -
SAMA We never argue with our husbands.
MARLA I’ll bring your coffee (Marla exits)
SAM She is changed.
SAMA You are too nice to everyone. I am so worried about you.
SAM I am all right mother.
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SAMA But things are getting harder to you.
(Marla enters with a cup of coffee)
MARLA My friend Neela is going to study in the TAFE.
SAM Hm.
MARLA She asked whether I want to join.
SAM TAFE? Are you mad? Are you going to do a job after that?
MARLA No, just to study. (startled) I said I can’t because -
SAM Your friends are a bad influence. I don’t want you to see them anymore
SAMA Your husband is right. They are a bad influence
SAM I work hard everyday, and when I get home all you do is nag
MARLA I am sorry –
SAMA When your father was alive, I never fought with your father. I always listened to

him so patiently.
MARLA I did not say that I am going to TAFE –
SAM Don’t argue with me.
SAMA Oh please don’t fight. Oh I am getting this heart pain again. Ah my heart…
SAM Mother, are you all right? You must have a rest, please go to your bed.
SAMA If you are going to fight like this, I will go to your sister’s house. (exiting)
SAM You are making my mother ill. (taking the coffee from Marla and sipping it) What is

this? No sugar at all.
MARLA Ah, sorry, I have forgotten. Let me add some sugar.
SAM You are going mad.
MARLA But I said I am sorry
SAM Don’t talk while I am talking (throwing the coffee at her). Just listen. Look at you,

how ugly you are now. I am ashamed to say that you are my wife. You are getting
thinner and thinner and people would say I am not feeding you enough.

MARLA I am not –
SAM Don’t say a word. I am talking here. I am the boss in this house. I work and I earn.

You do nothing. You are useless.
MARLA Please Sam, stop..
SAM I said shut up!

SCENE 4
MARLA (To audience) I can’t go on like this. This is how it is. I don’t know how I can

change this. For thirteen years I have been like this. (Marla hums a song in a
sorrow melody. Curtain is held behind her to imply a fence. Verra, her neighbour
peeps over the fence.)

VERRA Hello. (Marla turns other side to escape) Hi I am Verra.
MARLA Hi (trying to exit)
VERRA Excuse me, can you throw that ball this way. It’s my son’s ball.
MARLA O, I did not see. (Handing over the ball over the fence. Verra doesn’t take the ball

and she tries to keep Marla longer near the fence to continue the chat)
VERRA Sorry to trouble you. You are Marla aren’t you?
MARLA Yes.
VERRA We moved in a week ago.
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MARLA Really ? (covering a bruise on her forehead.)
VERRA You have a lovely garden.
MARLA Yes, thanks.
VERRA  (taking ball) Ah, that is beautiful embroidery (looking at Marla’s dress) Where did

you buy it?
MARLA I made it. Sorry I have to go.
VERRA You made it. It is beautiful. You are very talented. You should sell them.
MARLA No
VERRA Why not?
MARLA People can buy them from the shops.
VERRA But these are beautiful. You can make some money.
MARLA Really? (Marla turns more towards Verra, interested)
VERRA (Verra sees the bruising in Marla’s forehead) God! What is this?
MARLA Nothing.
VERRA (holding Marla’s hand) What happened?
MARLA I (stammering) I fell in the bathroom.
VERRA But it is a bruise, what happened?
MARLA I –
VERRA I heard someone screaming last night. Was that you?
MARLA I told you I fell.
VERRA Did you see a doctor?
MARLA No, it is very small
VERRA Are you alright?
MARLA Yes.
SAM (Off stage) Marla, where are you?
VERRA Is that your husband?
MARLA Yes.
VERRA Can I meet him?
MARLA Maybe another time
SAM Marla -
MARLA I must go.
(Marla runs behind the curtain. Verra, curious, waits. Sam abuses Marla behind the curtain)
SAM (Off stage) Where have you been? How many times I called you? Have you

already started gossiping with neighbours? (Sam appears out of the curtain.) You
are a bad mother, never with your children. I should take them away form you.

ACT TWO
Act two contains potential scenarios in case these are suggested by, or logically could follow on
from, the situations explored with audience members during the re-running of Act One. For
instance, it is likely that someone in the audience would suggest calling the police to the event. In
such a case, either one of the actors or a member of the audience can perform the police officer’s
role.

SCENE 5
(Ann, the police officer knocks the door. Sam and Marla enter.)



114

SAM Who is it?
ANN I am constable Ann, from the local police station
(Sam opens the door)
SAM Yes,
ANN We had a complaint that some one has screamed in this house about a half an

hour ago. We came to investigate it. May I come in?
SAM No body screamed here. May be some one was joking.
ANN No we have received reliable information. Who else lives here?
SAM I live with my wife and three children. The children are at my sister’s house today.
ANN I see. Can I talk to your wife?
SAM She is not well.
ANN Is that her? May I come in? (enters)
ANN I am constable Ann, You are?
MARLA Marla.
ANN I came to investigate a complaint about screaming.
SAM Nobody screamed here.
MARLA No, no one screamed.
ANN Well, what are you covering there on your forehead?
MARLA Nothing.
ANN May I see? (looks for it)
SAM She fell. (stammering)
ANN I am talking to your wife.
MARLA Yes I fell.
ANN It is bleeding. Can you tell me where you fell?
SAM She slipped in here, the floor was wet-
ANN Could you please stay out of this? I am talking to your wife. Tell me, what

happened?
MARLA (Stammering) I was walking with a glass of water and I was slipped here and the

glass broke and I had a cut.
ANN Where is the water and pieces of glass?
MARLA We cleaned it.
ANN You must see a doctor. It may be infected
SAM I’ll take her tomorrow.
ANN Marla you must see doctor now. It is bleeding.
SAM I’ll take her now to the hospital.
ANN I have to call an ambulance.
MARLA No... I will go with my husband. I am fine.
ANN You need treatment now.
SAM She said she is going with me.
ANN Look mister, if you keep on disturbing me, I can arrest you for obstructing a police

officer. Marla, would you like to get ready to come with us?
MARLA No I am fine. I have never been to a police station.
ANN You are going to the hospital, not to the police station.
MARLA I will go with my husband, please leave us alone.
ANN I can’t leave you alone. I have reasonable doubts that you are no longer safe in

this house and I can’t leave you here alone. You need urgent treatment. (speaking
over the transmitter)  Anne 23105 …. Ambulance needed at 14, The Crescent.
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SCENE 6
WOMEN’S REFUGE
(Elley, one of the refuge workers, enters with Marla)
ELLEY Come with me. I am Elley. I work here.
MARLA The police officers are leaving
ELLEY Don’t worry. You are safe here.
MARLA What is this place?
ELLEY This is a Women’s Refuge. Women who need support like you, stay here. We look

after them.
MARLA Do you think my husband will come here?
ELLEY No. No one knows that you are here. You are always safe here. We provide you

with food and lodging.
MARLA But I don’t have money.
ELLEY You don’t have to pay. It is free. Marla, you can stay here until you decide what

you want to do next.
MARLA I am scared.
ELLEY Don’t worry. We will look after you.
MARLA My three children are with my sister in law. They will come home tomorrow and

look for me.
ELLEY I know it is hard.
MARLA Is my husband going to take my children away?
ELLEY No he can’t do that. You have every right to live with your children. The court

would make a decision on that in the best interests of the children
MARLA He threatened me that he is going to keep them with him and he is going to send

me back to my country.
ELLEY He can’t send you back to your country. You have every right to stay in Australia.

You are an Australian.
MARLA He said he can –
ELLEY It is not true. Abusive husbands often say things like that
MARLA What is going to happen next?
ELLEY You have to go to the court. I work for the Women’s Domestic Violence Court

Assistance Scheme. I will help you in the court. You can get an AVO. If you want,
you can go back to your home. Or you can stay here for some time.

MARLA What is an AVO?
ELLEY An Apprehended Violence Order. It means that he can’t hit you or he will get

arrested
MARLA Do you think my husband will divorce me in the court?
ELLEY No, getting a divorce is a different process. We will call South West Sydney Legal

Centre tomorrow. You can get free legal advice from them. You should have a rest
now.

SCENE 7
COURT –WDVCAS ROOM
(Marla and Elley in the WDVCAS room in the Magistrate court)
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MARLA I can’t go into the court. I am afraid to go to the court. I have never been to a court.
ELLEY It is nothing to be scared of. I will be with you.
MARLA But, judges are very important. He won’t listen to me
ELLEY No they won’t talk to you like that. They understand your situation.
MARLA But, I am so scared. I want to go home.
ELLEY Look, You can do this; you are brave enough.
MARLA My husband will hit me again.
ELLEY No, We will get an AVO against him. Then he won’t do it again.
MARLA No, he said he would hit me.
ELLEY If he hits you, he will be arrested. Just wait here. You are safe in this room. You

will be all right. OK?
MARLA Yes.
ELLEY Good.

SCENE 7
COURT ROOM
(The Judge, Ann and Elley.)
ANN Sam Marla Pereira and Sam Pereira.(Sam walks towards the judge from the

audience)
JUDGE Mrs Pereira, is she here?
ELLEY Your worship, she was here a few minutes ago.
JUDGE Marla Pereira.
ANN Where is Marla? Did anyone see Marla?
(Marla comes out from the audience.)
JUDGE Mr Sam Pereira, it is alleged you have physically abused your wife.
SAM No Sir!
JUDGE Marla, has your husband physically abused you?
MARLA Yes Sir
SAM I only slapped her!
JUDGE That is domestic violence Mr Pereira. It is also alleged that you also have verbally

abused your wife - continuously.
SAM Your Honor, I only did it to keep her quiet. She should not argue with me. I am her

husband.
JUDGE Mr Pereira, you can’t verbally abuse your wife. It is domestic violence. It is also

alleged that you did not allow Marla to leave home; that you have kept her locked
in doors.

SAM Your Honour, I locked the door to protect her. It is not safe to walk around without
me.

JUDGE Mr Pereira, you must understand, Marla is an adult. She can make her own
decisions. She can decide whether she wants to go out or not. You can’t lock your
wife indoors!

SAM But she is my wife. I can do whatever I want to do!
JUDGE You can’t do whatever you want to do. Your wife has all the rights that other

Australian women have. In this country and before this court, you and your wife
are equal.
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SAM But I am the man. How the man is equal to the woman?
JUDGE All humans are equal Mr Pereira. Men and woman are equal. Your wife can go to

the school if she wants. Your wife can have a job. Your wife can dress in the way
she chooses. You cannot take your wife’s rights away by intimidating and abusing
her.
I have heard enough. Mr Pereira, you have three choices:
One -  you can agree to the AVO, without admitting to the things said against you.
Two – you can disagree with the AVO; in which case both of you return to court on
another day for a full hearing; or three – I can adjourn the matter so you can obtain
some legal advice. What do you want to do Mr Pereira?

SAM Ah!  I agree to the AVO
JUDGE Very well. I grant the AVO against you Mr Pereira.
SAM Can my wife still live with me?
JUDGE Yes, you can still live together. But Mr Pereira - you cannot do any harm to your

wife. You cannot hit her. You cannot intimidate her. You cannot abuse her. You
cannot lock her indoors. Do you understand?

SAM Yes Sir.
JUDGE If you hurt Marla again, you will be breaking the AVO. That is a criminal offence

and you can be arrested and brought to this court again. You can be fined up to
$5,000 and go to gaol for up to 2 years. Do you understand?

SAM Yes sir.

ACT THREE
Members of the audience will be given opportunity to suggest potential endings for the play. It is
possible that one of the following two endings could fit with their suggestions or form the basis for
an improvisation. Either the actors or members of the audience could perform the Act three.

SCENE 8 (ENDING—A)
HOME
(Marla enters with a letter. Sam reads a newspaper.)
MARLA Sam, I got this letter from the TAFE
SAM What is it?
MARLA I am going to study hair dressing in the TAFE
SAM What? Let me see. You can’t read English.
MARLA I can read a little now, thanks to my English classes.
SAM You don’t have to go to the TAFE.
MARLA No, I like to become a hairdresser.
SAM No, you have to cook and wash and look after the children.
MARLA I can do all those thing while studying. I want to study.
SAM No you are not going to TAFE.
MARLA I am going to TAFE.
SAM You shut up! (threatens her)
MARLA If you ever hit me again, I’ll go to the police station.
SAM I don’t care.
MARLA Did you forget about the AVO?
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SAM I am sorry.

 SCENE 9 (ENDING—B)
(On the street, Marla with her baby. Verra enters)
VERRA Hi Marla,
MARLA Hi Verra..
VERRA How are you? I haven’t seen you for long time.
MARLA I don’t live with my husband anymore.
VERRA Are you alright? Sam told me that you got a divorce.
MARLA Yes, I had to get a divorce. He did not change.
VERRA But what about a father for your children?
MARLA Well what about a mother for my children? What if get sick or break my arm. Who

is going to look after my children?
VERRA But the baby needs a family?
MARLA A family? With a fighting mother and father? They live with me. Sam visits them a

few days a week. Sometimes the children go and stay with Sam.
VERRA But you not earning. How are you looking after the child?
MARLA I am getting Centrelink benefit.  I am doing a part time job in a hair saloon.
VERRA Who looks after the younger child?
MARLA I get childcare in the TAFE. It is difficult, but I am happy.
VERRA Marla, you are so different now.
MARLA Yes I have changed a lot.
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Appendix G. Guidelines for the Management of CLE Practice

National CLE Advisory Group August 1995

Summary of Objectives

1. CLE should be relevant to the community and respond to a need
2. CLE should be targeted to specific audiences
3. CLE should be accessible to those who need it
4. CLE should be appropriate to the targeted community
5. CLE should be based on consultation and participation with the targeted community
6. CLE should consider initiatives currently available
7. CLE should be coordinated
8. CLE initiatives should be trialled and tested
9. CLE should be documented
10. CLE should be evaluated
11. CLE should be conducted by those with appropriate skills
12. CLE should be informed by community development practice
13. CLE should be informed by other disciplines

BACKGROUND
Community Legal Education – a definition

Community Legal Education (CLE) is the provision of information and education to
members of the community, on an individual or group basis, concerning the law and legal
processes, and the place of these in the structure of society. The community may be
defined geographically or by issue.

CLE - the vision and the goals

Intrinsic to all work of Community Legal Centres (CLC's) and Legal Aid Commissions
(LACs) "is the assumption that not all members of the community have equal access to
understanding, or ability to participate in and influence the legal system" that is, access to
justice is not equal across society.

Therefore, the vision (ultimate purpose to be achieved) of CLE is to increase equality of
access to justice, social and legal, to all members of society.

The goals of CLE are to:

    * Raise the awareness of the community of the law and legal processes
    * Increase the ability of the community to understand and critically assess the impact
of the law and the legal system on themselves in society generally and in relation to
particular sets of circumstances
    * Improve the community's ability to deal with and use the law and the legal system
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    * Create a climate for participating in or influencing the law-making process and for
pursuing law reform, through collective action where appropriate

CLE comprises legal information and legal education, both of which have a legitimate
role in the delivery of CLE, but should not be confused.

Legal information is important because many people are powerless in particular
situations primarily through lack of knowledge - knowledge is power. This is CLE at its
most basic level. Information without education, however, may not achieve the objectives
of CLE.

Legal education encourages a critical understanding of the law and the legal system and
allows an assessment of its impact or usefulness. It is contended that education must be a
mechanism for consciousness raising, not simply an unquestioning acceptance of the
status quo.

A Framework for the Delivery of CLE

All service delivery should be carried out in the most efficient and effective way.
Resources will always be finite and must be used in such a way as to ensure that they
have the greatest benefit.

CLC's and LACs embrace the concept that people should take control over their own
lives - empowerment. This concept should therefore be reflected in CLE delivery.

CLE must, of necessity, employ a variety of techniques because society is not
homogeneous group and different groupings within it have different legal needs and
interests. However, whatever the project, the following objectives should be considered.

Objective 1: CLE should be relevant to the community and respond to a need

CLE should respond to a need, which may be identified either by its articulation by the
community or by workers perceiving a need through the course of their day to day work
and contact with the community

Strategies

    * Consider the need(s) expressed by the community, including needs expressed
through other service delivery, such as casework
    * Undertake research/ collect data/consider the findings of research undertaken by
others
    * Look for available resource materials
    * Focus on the reality of people's lives and experiences
    * Ensure legal service providers are responsive and accountable to their communities
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    * Maintain quality of service to the community by ensuring that content is current,
accurate and records the date it was compiled

Objective 2: CLE should be targeted to specific audiences.

Society is not one homogenous group. Different groups will have different needs at
different times. It is not generally possible to be all things to all people and therefore
initiatives must be targeted to specific audiences.

Strategies

    * Ensure all CLE activities have clearly stated objectives
    * Consider the following questions

          o Who is the audience?
          o What are their needs?
          o How do they need to receive the information?

    * Ensure legal service providers are responsible and accountable to their communities

If is argued that since the goal of CLE is to increase access to justice, service delivery
should be targets to those who are most disadvantaged within the community. CLE
providers should therefore, set priorities to meet identified needs.

Objective 3: CLE should be accessible to those who need it.

To ensure maximum opportunity for the target audience to participate, CLE should be
accessible. Service deliverers will need to go to the audience at places and times most
suitable to that audience. Decentralisation also attempts to redress the balance by de-
emphasising the "expert/layperson" relationship and encourages empowerment.

Strategies

    * Investigate where the target audience would be most comfortable to participate in the
initiative
    * Consider both the day of the week - will it clash with any other significant event in
the community - and the time of day-safety issues, will the audience be committed
elsewhere?
    * Consider the physical attributes of the venue

Objective 4: CLE should be appropriate to the targeted community

Since there are many different groupings within society, what may be acceptable or
suitable for one, may not be for another.
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Strategies

    * Consider cultural issues
    * Consider language issues, (for example, the needs of those of non-Englishspeaking
background: language young people identify with)
    * Consider whether the proposed activity or process is acceptable or suited to the
targeted community

Objective 5: CLE should be based on consultation and participation with the
targeted community

CLE cannot be relevant, accessible, or appropriate unless the CLE providers consult and
work with the community, which is the targeted audience

Strategies

    * Focus on natural or existing networks or key people within the community
    * Assist in developing networks where they do not already exist (this may be the
outcome of a CLE initiative)
    * Adopt a community development approach

Objective 6: CLE should consider initiatives currently available

Once the target group and need has been identified, deliverers should consider what
initiatives are currently available and may be useable

Strategies

    * Look for initiatives, which will meet the need of that community
    * Look for initiatives, which can be adapted to meet the need
    * Look for information on how to meet the need
    * Network with other CLE providers at local, state and national levels; use tools such
as the National CLE Register

Objective 7: CLE should be coordinated

CLE initiatives should not be regarded as isolated projects, rather part of an ongoing
process, which begins at school but continues beyond school and in the community. It
should also consider that the identified need of a particular community might not be
unique to that community. Therefore, as well as not unnecessarily duplicating initiatives
currently available, workers should look at who else may be interested in developing a
response to an identifies need. For example, when there is a change in Federal legislation
such as the Family Law Act there will be a number of people looking to develop new
CLE material
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Strategies

    * Develop networks across areas of common concern or interest (for example young
people, tenants) including CLE providers
    * Develop networks at local, state and national level
    * Two- way communication - listen to and find out what others may be doing or
wanting to do and informing others of your plans
    * Use tools such as the national CLE register, CLE Newsletter, Australian Bureau of
Statistics
    * Undertake projects and initiatives collaboratively where appropriate

Objective 8: CLE initiatives should be trialled and tested

Any initiative that is more than a "one-off" talk should be tested beforehand to ensure
that the initiative is valid and looks likely to attain its desired objectives

Strategies

    * Trial initiative with a sample of the target group, identify possible problems and
refine the initiative as appropriate

Objective 9: CLE should be documented

It is important that the initiative be documented at ail stages. effectively, this will mean
recording all the processes which fake place. This will be useful when any evaluation
takes place

Strategies

    * Set up systems to record all activity undertaken during the initiative on an ongoing
basis

Objective 10: CLE should be evaluated

Evaluation is an important management tool and performs major functions

    * It measures the effectiveness of the programme to ensure its goals and objectives
have been achieved
    * It ensures accountability to funding bodies

 The fundamental components of an evaluation of CLE are:

    * What are the initiative's goals and objectives and desired outcomes?
    * What activity is undertaken and what are the actual outcomes of that activity?
    * What is the difference between the two and what are the unexpected or unwanted
outcomes of the initiative?
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This should answer the question "Of what value was the initiative?" and the answer the
subsequent question; "how would we do it differently / better next time?"

It is contended that an evaluation of CLE should focus on two main areas:

    * Impact - a measurement of results in terms of achieving the initiatives objectives,
which may demonstrate financial accountability
    * Process - an examination of the processes which happen throughout the life of the
initiative which may identify reasons for the strengths and weaknesses found through the
impact evaluation

Strategies

    * Set objectives for the initiative and identify the activity to be undertaken
    * Develop an outcomes hierarchy for the initiative
    * Identify performance indicators to measure how well the objectives are met
    * Identify data collection methods for each indicator
    * Collect data generated by the project and data routinely generated by authorities
external to the project
    * Look at the records documenting processes used during activity

Objective 11: CLE should be conducted by those with appropriate skills

Communication, rather than knowledge of the law is the key to CLE. Lawyers are not
necessarily the most appropriate people to conduct CLE, as their view of the law is
different to that of the non-lawyer or someone with a sociological approach to the law.

Strategies

    * Employ workers who have developed expertise in CLE
    * Ensure on-going training, for example with respect to changes in the law, working
with interpreters, communication skills
    * Take up competency-based training

Objective 12: CLE should be informed by community development practice

Community development practice facilitates people to make informed decisions about
their lives. It is responsive to community needs and is dynamic, allowing for changes to
the program as it progresses if community input demands it. It involves the development
of processes within the community and for the community. These processes form the
basis for development programs which are embraced at ground level by the community.
Community development practice allows for different responses to different communities
- not in a top down or paternalistic approach.
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Community development practice is committed to the principles of empowerment and
not fostering dependence. It is able to offer CLE workers further insight into how they
might conduct their practice and CLE delivery.

Strategies

When considering a community development focus for CLE, strategies may Include:

    * Information collection: conducting needs surveys, gathering statistics and
information on community attitudes and cultural traditions
    * Awareness raising: educating the general community about social issues, inequalities
and the need for change
    * Advocacy: influencing policy-makers and passing on skills which enable individuals
to access "the system"
    * Self -help: bringing individuals together to develop structures which enable
communities to meet their own needs
    * Service provision: responding directly to individual needs before tackling underlying
social or lifestyle problems, often necessary in the initial stages of community
development
    * Networking: developing links between individuals and sector organisations to enable
a community to tackle one problem together and from a variety of angles
    * Participation: removing physical, cultural, structural and other obstacles to
participation in decision making and service delivery and devising methods to encourage
input from the wider community
    * Resource provision: ensuring adequate provision of funds and resources to enable the
community to develop appropriate structure

Objective 13: CLE should be informed by other disciplines when considering service
delivery

Unlike other fields of education, which have been in existence for considerably longer
than CLE, CLE is only beginning to articulate principles of practice and standard. Some
of these other fields have developed responses to such issues which are translatable to
CLE. CLE initiatives may also be regarded as a "product" and therefore the more
commercial principles in involved in marketing may also have relevance.

Strategies

    * Consider other areas of education, such as health, adult education by networking
with workers in those areas and reading literature
    * Consider marketing and advertising strategies
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