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Identity, Intentionality, Transformation: 
 
 

One Teaching Artist’s Journey through an Applied Theatre Process 
 

By  

Jennifer Hartmann Luck, M.F.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

Supervisor: Coleman A. Jennings 

 
What does it mean to be a Teaching Artist and how does the creation and 

facilitation of an applied theatre program with youth shape a Teaching Artist’s identity?  

This thesis follows the journey of one Teaching Artist and the applied theatre project she 

created and facilitated at The Ann Richards School for Young Women Leaders in Austin, 

Texas, surrounding the issues of self esteem and body acceptance. This applied theatre 

project combined drama-based strategies and creative writing strategies with public 

performance opportunities to encourage young girls to find their voices in order to 

promote positive self esteem. The semester long, after-school project was initially entered 

into by the Teaching Artist as a form of interactive dramaturgy and research, with the 

intention of developing a one woman play for young audiences about the same issues.  

But once submerged in the project, the Teaching Artist began to question the ethics of her 

process; she began to struggle with her identity, her intentionality and the reciprocity 

found within her work. All educators hope to transform their students; to observe growth 

and positive change among their pupils, to witness a successful performance event or to 

behold young people reveling in art making. But this thesis also considers the possibility 

that some of the greatest transformation in an arts education/applied theatre setting may 

be found within the educator themselves. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

In April 2008, prior to becoming a graduate student at The University of Texas at Austin, 

I was honored to witness Nilaja Sun perform her acclaimed, one-woman show, No Child..., for 

over 2500 middle school students at the Kirk Douglas Theatre in Culver City, California. At that 

time, I was on staff in the Education Department at Center Theatre Group and part of our mission 

was to expose Los Angeles youth to theatre.  This play, based on Sun’s own experiences as a 

teaching artist in a Bronx, New York high school, was like nothing our students had seen before.  

Not only were these teen-agers impressed by one woman skillfully playing over fifteen 

characters without effort, but for many of our young students, they were seeing reflections of 

themselves on stage for the first time. The play delves into the struggles of an inner city school 

and the challenges one teaching artist must overcome while trying to bring the arts back into the 

classroom. Nilaja Sun is an accomplished actress, but she is also a proud, practicing teaching 

artist.  It was the occasion of her two selves colliding on stage in refined artistry that won over 

the entire audience and had me, an experienced theatre patron and self-described solo 

performance enthusiast, in tears.  When the performance was over, Nilaja graciously came out 

into the auditorium for a talkback.  She immediately took on the role of a teacher and instead of 

simply answering questions about herself she posed her own questions to the audience.  She 

tested the students and demanded that they take ownership of the discussion. In fact, in those 

instances following the performance, I imagine she could have asked anything of our students 

and they would have cooperated with her. She had become a role model; somebody these 

students wanted to trust.  As I sat in awe of the experience, I knew that this was the type of work 

I wanted to pursue for my graduate thesis study. I wanted to create a one-woman performance 

for young audiences.  
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Jo Bonney, in the preface of her solo performance anthology, Extreme Exposure, asserts 

that “More than any other form of live performance, the solo show expects and demands the 

active involvement of the people in the audience. The presence of a single performer in front of 

an audience of many instantly creates conflicting roles for both performer and viewer – great 

power and great vulnerability”(xiii). Though Jo Bonney does not specifically discuss young 

audiences in her book, I contend that the involvement and the pressure put on young people 

would be the same. And when the solo performer also possesses the command of a seasoned 

teaching artist, it is inevitable that they can have profound impact over a young audience.  

Having spent many years identifying myself as a solo performer, a musician, a cabaret singer, 

and an educator, I found this desire to create a solo piece for young audience was an ideal fit to 

harness my past experiences to my research interests as a graduate student. But alas, one 

question was left unanswered: What will this solo performance piece for young audiences be 

about?  

 In the early stages of my exploration, I researched existing solo performance and 

storytelling for young audiences.  I interviewed artists who identified themselves namely as solo 

performers for youth and I read as many published one person plays that I could find. There are 

very few solo plays in the theatre for youth canon, and therefore, I thought creating one to add to 

the list would benefit the field.  Research aside, I was still left with a question – what would my 

one woman play for young audiences be about? What themes did I care about? What social 

issues needed attention? I wanted to engage in important discourse with my student audiences, 

and without an “issue” pertinent to young people I would simply be engaging in discourse with 

one person…myself.  

 Concurrently, and completely unexpectedly, I began struggling severely in my personal 

life. Years of grappling with disordered eating behaviors and damaging body image issues were 
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affecting my work and my relationships.  I was having an incredibly difficult time staying 

mentally and physically healthy. As a woman who had spent the majority of her adult life as a 

performer, constantly allowing herself to be vulnerable in front of audiences, I was strangely 

transitioning into a broken girl, shamefully unsatisfied with every aspect of her life, specifically 

her body.  A mental health professional who had been helping me through this difficult time 

suggested I read a book called A Very Hungry Girl by Jessica Weiner.  Jessica Weiner is a 

motivational speaker and author, among many things, but mostly she is recognized for having 

dedicated her life to promoting positive self esteem and body acceptance in girls and women of 

all ages and sizes across the globe. After reading A Very Hungry Girl for the first time it was as 

if I was literally being grasped through the pages of her text.   

“We’re all hungry.  Hungry to look good, feel worthy, be loved, and fit in.  Our 
hungers are deep and insatiable. We try to fill up by using food, alcohol, drugs, 
sex, relationships, careers, or money. No matter what we look like or where we 
come from, we all share the same intense need to fill up on life, but not many of 
us know how.”  

 
Not only did I connect to Jessica Weiner, her personal body struggles and her desire to fill up on 

life, but I was equally drawn to her experiences directing the A.C.T. OUT Theatre Ensemble, a 

group of professional artists using theatre for social change in communities around the country.  

Here was a woman who was saying what I needed to hear and saying it how I needed to hear it. 

As a theatre artist myself, she spoke my creative language. After reading Weiner’s book, along 

with many other books about self esteem, eating disorders, body acceptance, mindful eating, and 

“health at every size” I realized my one-person play for young audiences was going to promote 

positive self esteem and body acceptance in young girls.  

 In 1991 Naomi Wolf published The Beauty Myth in an effort to expose how images of 

beauty are used against women.  Twenty years ago Wolf was troubled by the fact that even 

though women had more power, legal recognition and professional success than ever before, 
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many were still trapped in an endless spiral of hope, self-consciousness, and self-hatred as they 

tried to fulfill society’s impossible definition of “the flawless beauty.”  Today, according to the 

Oregon Research Institute’s Enhanced-Dissonance Body Acceptance Manual, published in 2008, 

many pre-adolescent girls are falling victim to “The Beauty Myth” earlier in their development 

than ever before. In a cross-sectional survey of 548 girls in 5th through 12th grade, the Oregon 

Research Institute reported that 59% of the girls surveyed were dissatisfied with their body shape 

and 66% expressed the desire to lose weight; only 29% of the girls surveyed even had prevalence 

towards being overweight (9). According to Real Girls, Real Pressure: A National Report on the 

State of Self-Esteem, a report commissioned by the Dove® Self-Esteem Fund in June 2008: 

“There is a self-esteem crisis in this country that pervades every aspect of a girl’s life including 

her looks, performance in school and relationships with friends and family members.” The report 

continues to note that with ten million women suffering from eating disorders nationwide, body 

image is one of the most critical issues girls and women face today.  Having fought my personal 

battle with my body it seemed the content of my solo performance piece was no longer in 

question. 

Now ready to create a new piece of performance art for young audiences, I was paralyzed 

by the fact that I wanted to create an authentic and genuine piece of theatre for middle and high 

school girls. While I have been a long-time songwriter, I am not a playwright. Frankly, it seemed 

meaningless to devise my own story surrounding these issues when almost every young girl in 

school today could share moments in her daily life when her self esteem had been assaulted.  I 

wanted to be inspired by girls in real situations and thus I decided to approach The Ann Richards 

School for Young Women Leaders in Austin, Texas.  The Ann Richards School for Young 

Women Leaders was the ideal site for my dramaturgical research and new-play development 

work as the school’s mission and goals are in line with my own.  The Ann Richards School was 
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founded to educate young women and to give them the confidence and skills necessary to 

succeed in college, in their careers, and in their communities. Their mission is to prepare young 

women to attend and graduate from college, commit to a healthy and well-balanced lifestyle, 

lead with courage and compassion, and to solve problems creatively and ethically in support of 

the global community (www.annrichardsschool.org).  I decided that I would be co-facilitating a 

semester long, after-school, applied theatre project corresponding to my efforts in creating a solo 

theatre piece for young audiences.   

While practitioners and scholars alike present differing opinions regarding the definition 

and intention of Applied Theatre, my understanding of the work is most compatible with that of 

Philip Taylor. Philip Taylor, professor of Educational Theatre at New York University, has many 

publications on drama and arts education and provides an analysis with a clear definition of what 

“Applied” work is for both artists and participants. In his text, Applied Theatre, Taylor offers this 

explanation:  

Applied theatre is a theatre that is not simply a presentational medium that occurs 
within a conventional mainstream theatre house.  This is a theatre that is taken out 
into non-theatrical settings, community centers, parks and streets, prisons and 
rehabilitation venues, therapy and health care sites, housing projects, support 
service settings, and other locations (such as after school programs) for the 
purpose of helping the audience, or the participants, grapple with an issue, events, 
of question of immediate public concern.  
 
It is an applied theatre because the art form becomes a transformative agent that 
places the audience or the participants in direct and immediate situations where 
they can witness, confront, and deconstruct aspects of their own and others’ 
actions. Applied theatre is committed to the power of the aesthetic form for 
raising awareness about how we are situated in this worked and what we as 
individuals and as communities might do to make the world a better place (xx). 
 
It was imperative that my applied theatre project engage these young women in a 

dialogue about self esteem and body acceptance that would then allow them to create their own 

performative responses to the conversations.  At the same time, these young women and their 

amazing life stories were to inspire me so that I might create my own work.  I did not want to tell 
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their stories for them. I wanted the girls to have their own voices, and I wanted my solo piece to 

be generated organically. I wanted to avoid entering into the space with assumptions or 

structures and I was not interested in creating a Performance Ethnography.  Performance 

Ethnography is an interview-based performance methodology.  The performance ethnographer 

interviews and observes her subjects, and then performs them for the public.  The performance 

ethnographer attempts to give authentic and accurate performances of the people whose stories 

are being told and often brings together multiple views on community based issues and stories. I 

was not planning to create a Performance Ethnography piece, but I would be utilizing some of 

the practices inherent in that work. According to Dwight Conquergood in his article: Rethinking 

Ethnography: Towards a Critical Cultural Politics, the process of doing ethnographic research is 

an “embodied practice,” one that requires the researcher to be immersed in “participant-

observation field work” (1991).  In the same way a performance ethnographer must be 

surrounded by his or her subjects to perform their stories accurately, I felt the need to surround 

myself with my subjects in order to accurately perform for them. But I was concerned with the 

ethics of performing “other” and as feminist scholar Carol Gilligan argues in her book, Between 

Voice and Silence, “we (have) entered a landscape that is strangely silent – where girls for the 

most part are not heard in public, or if they are heard, they are generally spoken about in the third 

person. These girls have voices, they are perfectly capable of first person speech, but as they will 

say repeatedly, nobody listens, nobody cares, nobody asks what they are feeling and thinking” 

(1).  I do care and did not want to speak for these girls. Therefore, I asked my students what they 

were feeling and thinking.  I listened and I heard them raise their voices louder than they ever 

thought they could. I was left wondering: why was I attempting to write a solo performance 

piece? 
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I began to critically explore what it means to be a teaching artist and how the creation and 

facilitation of an applied theatre program with youth shapes a teaching artist’s identity.  As 

previously noted, this semester long, after-school project was initially begun as a form of 

interactive dramaturgy and research with the intention of developing a one woman play for 

young audiences about self esteem and body acceptance.  Once engaged in the project, I began to 

struggle with my identity, my intentionality and the reciprocity found within my work. All 

educators hope to transform their students; to observe growth and positive change among their 

pupils; to witness a successful performance event; to behold young people reveling in art 

making. This thesis also considers the possibility that some of the greatest transformations in an 

arts education/applied theatre setting may be found within the educator themselves.  

This document explores how an artist/educator became a “teaching artist” and offers 

suggestions for other artist/educators who may follow suit. To reach that goal I hope to respond 

to these important research questions: What does it mean to be a teaching artist?  How does an 

applied theatre program with youth shape a teaching artist’s identity?  How does the same 

program shape and impact the other stakeholders involved? How does an artist/educator develop 

and facilitate a collaborative arts education/applied theatre experience that maintains artistic 

authenticity while practicing pedagogical and integrity? How did facilitating an applied theatre 

project change the focus of my thesis research and thus, change me? 

To answer these questions I explore the areas of Collaborations and Partnerships, 

Identity, Intentionality, and Transformation in the life and work of an artist/educator turned 

Teaching Artist. As collaborative partnerships and advocacy are equally pertinent to my work 

and in order to engage in critical inquiry regarding my experiences, my revelations, and my 

transformations, I consider the publications of applied theatre scholars Michael Rohd, Helen 

Nicholson, James Thompson, and Phillip Taylor.  In addition, I examine the work of bell hooks 
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and Tim Prentki when discussing the ethics of performing the life experiences of others and Eric 

Booth and Barbara McKean, in discussing the characterizations and the challenges inherent in 

the artistry of teaching.   

In her play “No Child…,” one of the many characters Nilaja Sun creates is an old janitor 

who serves as the narrator of the piece. At one point he introduces the main character (Ms. Sun 

herself) to the audience by saying: 

“What you about to see is a story about a play within a play within a play. And a 
teacher (or as she likes to call herself – a teaching artist- just so people know she 
do somethin’ else in her free time).  
 

Clearly, I am not the only one who has struggled over what it means to be a teaching artist, but 

despite the struggle, the woman who emerged from this applied theatre project is a stronger, 

more confident educator and a more reflective artist than she was before, even without a one 

person play to perform.  
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COLLABORATION AND PARTNERSHIPS 
 

Applied theatre does not exist without collaboration; without a community of individuals 

coming together to make change through art.  While the mainstream, traditional theatre model 

often brings together numerous artists and technicians to create the work we see on stage, the 

collaboration I am most inspired by is the collaboration between performers and their audiences. 

Although a major tenant of applied theatre encourages moving away from traditional, 

mainstream theatre models, collaborations and partnerships are, without doubt, the most essential 

aspect of the work. In Theatre for Community Conflict and Dialogue, applied theatre scholar and 

practitioner, Michael Rohd borrows from Augusto Boal, creator and practitioner of the system of 

theatre known as Theatre of the Oppressed:  

“Theatre is a language through which human beings can engage in active dialogue 
on what is important to them. It allows individuals to create a safe space that they 
may inhabit in groups and use to explore the interactions which make up their 
lives. It is a lab for problem solving, for seeking options, and for practicing 
solutions.” (xix)   
 

After spending a semester with my student participants and my co-facilitators, it was clear that 

we were working together, in collaboration, to tackle the issues that were important to all of us; 

the need to improve student self esteem and to encourage body acceptance in all women.  

Before exploring the collaborations and partnerships that contributed to my personal 

transformation as a teaching artist, it is important to mention the community of activists, authors 

and therapists who provided me with the tools and insight I needed to delve into these 

challenging issues. Early in my research, prior to the project having a name or structure, I began 

collecting information concerning documented self esteem and body acceptance programs.  I 

explored initiatives and programming promoted by the Dove Self Esteem Fund, now called the 

Dove Movement for Self Esteem. I studied programs offered by the Girl Scouts of America and 

others sponsored by university sororities across the country. I examined the Oregon Research 
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Institute’s “Body Project,” the first quantitative study documenting the need to establish positive 

self esteem in young girls to help them avoid eating disorders and obesity.  I investigated 

Pennsylvania State University Professor Susan B. Russell’s program, “Body Language.”  This 

particular program is a theatre for dialogue model with a similar mission and goal to the program 

I co-facilitated. Additionally, I began forming personal relationships with individuals whose life 

work is encouraging positive self esteem in all women, such as my committee member, Ms. 

Jessica Weiner. Not only was it necessary for me to find a community of young women willing 

to dedicate a semester of their lives to creating a group “language” around these issues, but 

having research to substantiate my efforts legitimized my program and confirmed the growing 

need for continued dialogue on the issues of self esteem and body acceptance.  

As the program and curriculum were being developed, I established that many different 

stakeholders would be invested and involved in my personal process.  My preferred community 

would be 7th – 10th grade girls from The Ann Richards School for Young Women Leaders and I 

would receive resources and administrative support from Theatre Action Project (T.A.P.), an 

Austin based nonprofit organization that allowed me to work under the mandate of their mission. 

Theatre Action Project is a team of professionally trained artists and educators who work in 

partnership with schools and communities to lead unique and engaging arts programs that allow 

young people to learn critical life skills, gain tools for creative expression and have successful 

experiences that build self-esteem and confidence.  Theatre Action Project has served as a 

vendor providing arts programming at The Ann Richards School for over three years, and it was 

through Theatre Action Project that I was granted entry into the after-school program on this 

particular campus.  

Initially I met with Christena Rutz, the middle school guidance counselor at the school. 

As much of my workshop development research was rooted in therapy based models, I submitted 
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the project proposal to her in order to receive evaluation and guidance from a professional school 

counselor. I am a drama specialist, not a therapist, it was important for me to remember this fact 

as I began my work with the girls.  The content we would be discussing could potentially lead to 

problematic conversations and I wanted the support of a counselor.  Although she was 

enthusiastic about my project, Rutz cautioned that I would not be granted access to the girls 

during the school day; I would have to facilitate my program afterschool.  Her one concern with 

my conducting an afterschool project was the possibility of conflicting with the arts-based 

program provided by Theatre Action Project.  I happen to be a trained teaching artist for Theatre 

Action Project and although I hadn’t taught for them in a few semesters, I knew my project goals 

were inline with their organizational mission.  Working with my former colleagues at Theatre 

Action Project I negotiated a relationship with The Ann Richards School for my program.  

Karen LaShelle, the Executive and Artistic Director of Theatre Action Project, agreed to 

place me, as a volunteer, in their afterschool slot at The Ann Richards School.  She assigned 

Amy Downing as my co-facilitator. Downing, a professional teaching artist, would become an 

equal partner in the creation and execution of this project, contributing to my research and being 

partially responsible for the success of the program. Christena Rutz also agreed to be involved in 

every afterschool session.  While we would never be engaging in actual therapy, Rutz found it 

mutually beneficial for her to be included in the facilitation of the program.  She would provide a 

unique perspective to our work seeing as she is on the campus every day and knows many of the 

girls personally. Downing had never been in a classroom with a therapist, nor had I, and Rutz 

had never been in a classroom with teaching artists. This afterschool program was going to be 

unlike anything I had ever experienced. This collaboration created support and encouragement 

and I was confident that the program would be a success. What began as a Masters of Fine Art 

student wanting to work in a classroom during the regular school day in order to make a 
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difference in the lives of a few young girls became an afterschool partnership offered Tuesdays 

and Thursdays from 4:45 – 5:45 P.M.  On Tuesday, September 7, 2010, we began promoting our 

club “T.A.P into Your Self Esteem” in an effort to attract the most important stakeholders of all: 

the girls.  

This chapter focuses on the relationship and the collaboration between Downing, Rutz 

and I, and how we negotiated our partnership throughout the fall 2010 semester.  In order to gain 

perspective on how these women were essential in helping me navigate questions regarding my 

identity and intentionality as a teaching artist, it is important to discuss how we each came to the 

content material and how our personal struggles with self esteem and body acceptance 

influenced our time together and our work with the students.  Both women agreed to being 

personally interviewed for my research.  

The anger and frustration I experienced in dealing with my own eating disorder brought 

me to the issues of self esteem and body acceptance among young girls, but for Christena Rutz, 

her profession demands that she understand the socio-emotional challenges young girls face 

today.  Rutz began her career as a classroom teacher and always believed that “counseling 

students was a natural role” for her.  She pursued an advanced degree at Texas State University 

in professional counseling with an emphasis on school guidance counseling and returned to 

Austin to continue her work with young people.  When asked what issues were important on The 

Ann Richards School campus, she explained that coping with stress was the foremost focus area 

for her girls due to the major emphasis on academic achievement. Beyond her regular counseling 

duties that encompass peer mediation, one-on-one counseling and group work, Rutz had never 

participated in a program focused solely on issues of self esteem and body acceptance.  She also 

confirmed that she had never attempted to use the arts to engage students in dialogue regarding 

social issues. She does not consider herself an artist and despite her years of choir training, she 
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has severe stage fright.  When asked if she would consider performing with the girls if the 

opportunity were to arise, her answer was an immediate and defiant “No, never, absolutely not.”  

Christena Rutz tends to be in control of her emotions and often appears to be slightly 

defiant when asked to do things that make her uncomfortable. In asking about her expectations of 

the program and how she came to the issues of self esteem and body acceptance, I feared getting 

personal information from her would be a challenge. I found myself sharing my body issues in 

an effort to stimulate reciprocal disclosures.  Shortly, she became emotional and stated that this 

program might be the most important thing she would ever do with the girls. She revealed that 

she weighed herself everyday and that she had negative body esteem; she feared being a 

hypocrite.  When I asked if one of our girls were to ever ask her if she weighed herself every day 

and/or why she did it, she admitted that she would try to change the subject, but then smiled and 

said: “I would say society made me do it.  US Weekly, Lauren Conrad from the MTV show ‘The 

Hills’ made me do it. But please don’t quote me on that – it’s kind of embarrassing.”  When 

asked what she thought the adults in the room might gain from working with the girls on this 

project, she responded:   

“We will learn alongside the girls. In our heads we will be challenging ourselves, 
but I think it will be difficult because obviously we can’t expect the girls to do it 
(focus on positive body esteem) and think about it without doing it ourselves. So it’s 
going to be tough.  I worry though, because I’m encouraging the girls to confront 
their issues and teaching them to be more empowered and to feel better about 
themselves.  I will be teaching the girls not to look at the scale, not to focus on 
appearance or judge others, but I know I do the same thing. I can not imagine my 
world moving past all this, but hopefully participating in this program can help me 
move past these things a little bit. We have been this way for much longer and they 
are still forming identities. For us it is more reflective and maybe little changes 
might come, but as for a complete overhaul on my own personal body image, I don’t 
think it’s going to change.”   

 
While exploring partnerships between teaching artists and counselors in the after-school arts 

based environment would be a worthwhile study, I was more interested in our personal turmoil 

and anguish over body concerns.  Our goals were to encourage young women to love themselves 
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as they are, and yet we were struggling with accepting ourselves and our bodies.  Rutz and I were 

not struggling alone. Amy Downing, the third adult facilitator in the program, contributed her 

personal stories as well.  

Amy Downing is a professional actress, teaching artist, singer, wife and mother.  

Although we were both trained teaching artists for Theatre Action Project, we had never worked 

together.  Downing became a teaching artist when she moved to Austin after her years of 

working in New York City as an actress.  After being cast as the “drama teacher” in High School 

Musical at the Zachary Scott Theatre in Austin, Texas, she found herself connecting with young 

people and slowly began teaching acting to children.  During this time, she auditioned for 

Theatre Action Project and became a performing teaching artist for the organization.  When The 

Ann Richards School opened in 2007, Theatre Action Project was contracted to offer afterschool 

drama programming for the students.  This was the beginning of her relationship with the school. 

After three years of growth and development, including the school finally hiring of a full time 

drama teacher from within the district, Downing was requested to bring new and innovative arts 

opportunities to the girls, including being the co-facilitator for my thesis project. 

While Downing was a joy to work with, it became clear early on that the topics of self 

esteem and body acceptance were extremely important to her as well.  I would soon discover that 

she had suffered severely from anorexia and bulimia throughout her adolescence and into 

adulthood.   In her mid-twenties, she suffered from a stroke while living, working and starving 

herself in New York.  It was the stroke that necessitated her return home to Texas in an effort to 

recover from her eating disorder.  When asked what she hoped to gain from taking part in a 

program like this she replied:  

“I don’t know what I hope to gain, but I do know that I can not go in there talking to 
those girls if I am not living the message.  You simply do not need to weigh 
yourself, ever, ever! The only person who needs to know how much you weight is 
your doctor.  And that is a verbal challenge I am making for myself, I am not going 



   

15 

to weigh myself anymore. My clothes fit.  I am fine, even if they didn’t fit, I am 
fine. So I know this is the first thing I hope to take away from this program and I am 
sure there will be twenty more throughout this experience.”  
 

When asked what she hoped the girls could learn from a program like ours she became 

emotional, the following statement was made through tears:  

“Well, I will say this: I was talking to my mother-in-law saying that it was amazing 
how fast the girls went to body image.  I thought we might have to spend more time 
introducing the ideas of self esteem and body being related, but it went right there.  I 
think I want to give the girls the power to be able to label what this is.  Being able to 
identify things is so empowering.  I’m getting really emotional – sorry.  I just 
think…if I had been their age and had known what these things were.  I mean, I 
remember the first time I was in a group therapy session and they pulled out 
magazines and they were like look at this, this is fucked up, this is what you look at 
every day and it is not okay.  And my parents were so liberal and so awesome but 
they never said, ‘Amy, don’t look at that magazine, it’s telling you what to look like’ 
or ‘this television show is unhealthy for you to watch’ – those conversations were 
never had. I never knew to question it. And I was so ashamed of my disorder, 
because all my friends were brilliant, intelligent, confident women, I felt so shallow 
worrying so much about what I looked like.  Anyways, I hope that by giving them 
(the girls) the language, giving them the power, I think simply having the 
conversation will do wonders for them. When you are given the language to identify 
oppression, and able to identify something that is unhealthy – it’s so empowering.”   

 
After this statement we both sat in silence; considering the urgency of our program goals.  

 It is essential for young girls to be able to identify the pressure they receive from family, 

friends, peers and especially the media.  Young girls and women of all ages are constantly being 

bombarded with unobtainable ideals and they must be provided with the tools with which to 

combat the pressures.  This program encouraged young women to fight with their writing pens 

and their voices. Empowerment comes not only from creating language, but from presenting 

thoughts and ideas in a public forum as well.  The above conversation I had with Downing, 

though early in the project, stayed with me.  As I struggled to find my own voice and an entry 

point for my solo theatre piece, I was surprised by the fact that I was most eager to mentor and 

support the young women in my program.  Realizing that my energy needed to be focused on 

supporting the girls I questioned the creative goals I had set for myself.  I began to feel conflicted 
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over my role in our group; in our collaboration.  Was my desire to create a solo performance 

piece for young audiences going to help these girls identify and combat the negative ideal 

promoted throughout our society?  Was I still considered an artist if I discontinued my solo piece 

and focused my attention on the girls?   

While my collaborations and partnerships with the girls and my co-leaders were 

emotionally fulfilling, there were logistical aspects of the program that gave rise to some 

challenges.  After almost two months of girls coming and going from the group, we secured ten 

committed students who were excited about the program: three seventh graders, one eighth 

grader, and six tenth graders. Recruitment for the afterschool program was more difficult than 

expected as the girls are required to adhere to high academic expectations even after the school 

day has ended. If a girl was failing a class or if she had missed an assignment, she was required 

to attend afterschool tutoring.  If a girl was being tutored, which occurs often, she could not 

attend our club. Time limitations were also a concern. We only had one hour, twice a week with 

the participants.  Because we designed our program after “cognitive dissonance” therapy models, 

it was necessary to present pertinent information and statistics at the beginning of the sessions so 

we could make clear the arguments we were asserting against the ideals and pressures that 

damage self esteem.  The Oregon Research Institute’s “Body Acceptance Class Manual” 

discusses the importance of using a cognitive dissonance theoretical foundation in self esteem 

and body acceptance programs.  “According to Festinger (1957), cognitive dissonance occurs 

when there is a discrepancy betweens one’s beliefs and one’s actions. This inconsistency creates 

psychological distress, which then motivates the individual to reduce cognitive discord by 

changing their beliefs.”   

Primarily, our goal during each session was to present the facts about the media and the 

beauty industry in order to subtly encourage the girls to start critiquing the negative ideals 
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though a series of written, verbal, and performative exercises.  We wanted the girls to speak 

against these ideals by allowing them to explore the costs of trying to reach a body ideal that is 

unobtainable. While it was essential to moderate these conversations, we were there to make art 

not just share statistics. Attempting to transition into art-making within one-hour was virtually 

impossible. We consistently ran out of time and were unable to work through a complete lesson 

plan.  Additionally, observing myself trying to collect “inspiration” for my solo play while all 

this was happening was at times chaotic.  

We began every session with conversations surrounding self esteem and body acceptance 

issues, followed with writing activities.  Surprisingly, even though the girls had extensive 

academic expectations from school, they would always arrive willing to write and ready to work 

with us.  We were impressed with the girls’ eagerness to create new work during the hour we 

were together and even more so with their desire to continue writing away from the club.  Some 

of the best poems were written on bus rides home and on old napkins. We were also impressed 

with their overall engagement with the “mission” of the program.  While Downing and I would 

try to keep in contact with the girls via electronic communications, Rutz was the daily reminder 

of our mission as she was a presence in their everyday lives at school.   

Before the three of us entered into the space with the girls we discussed how we wanted 

to negotiate our partnership in the classroom. Simply having a second facilitator can sometimes 

be difficult and this would be the first time I had worked in an environment where three adults 

were positioned in leadership roles.  I was conducting research for my MFA thesis, Downing 

was being paid by Theatre Action Project as a teaching artist, and Rutz would be staying after 

her normal school hours, on her free time, to be a part of the group.  From the beginning, Rutz 

was interested in only playing a supportive role in the classroom.  She was uncomfortable 

facilitating any of the activities we had planned, but would always participate fully. She wanted 
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Downing and me to conduct the sessions.  Downing, being the one officially connected to 

Theatre Action Project, managed the administrative requirements, including all vendor paper 

work and organizational communication.  

Since this program was my graduate thesis project, I had specific ideas of how I wanted 

the curriculum to be designed and implemented, but I also wanted Downing to be an equal 

partner.  Prior to the school year we spent hours planning the curriculum.  We had regular phone 

conferences to discuss the course and trajectory of the program.  We crafted daily lesson plans 

and discussed what we envisioned for a final performance.  Public performance was a central 

component of this project, thus we arranged showings in two performance venues: a local coffee 

shop and the school.  With little effort, Downing and I were able to co-teach this program 

without conflict or frustration, and Rutz became our advocate and champion among the faculty 

and administration. Having mutual respect for each other and our experiences we negotiated each 

of our three roles with ease and without conflict  

My partnership and collaboration with Amy Downing and Christena Rutz contributed a 

great deal to the shifts I discovered in my own identity and intentionality as an artist and teacher.  

Some of the values we enforced throughout the semester with the girls were principals 

surrounding mentorship and community responsibilities.  We promoted the initiative that girls 

and women must stand together to dismantle the unobtainable ideals in our society, and that we 

must share what we learn with future generations. The girls began to create a special community 

of their own as we three adult facilitators began to connect in a special, unexpected way. We 

were united as women still struggling with our body esteem, but we were also unified within the 

significance of our work with the girls. My personal transformation was no doubt triggered by 

my time with the students. The friendships I developed with Downing and Rutz also contributed 

to the major modification of my thesis’ focus.  I was no longer alone, attempting to create a solo 
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performance piece. I wanted to impact the lives of my young participants, but in turn they were 

impacting mine, thus shifting the trajectory of my work and research.  Applied drama scholar 

Helen Nicholson, in her book Applied Drama: The Gift of Theatre, surmises that: “In all its many 

guises, practice in applied drama is undertaken by those who want to touch the lives of others, 

who hope that the participants and audiences will extend their perception of how life is and 

imagine how it might be different.” (166)  Amy Downing, Christena Rutz, and I set out to do just 

that with “T.A.P into Your Self Esteem” and while most of time was spent writing poetry and 

music, we used theatre and drama based activities to situate our discussions and to further our 

group’s understanding of the issues surrounding self esteem and body acceptance.  
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IDENTITY 

 

According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, the word identity is defined as: “sameness 

of essential or generic character in different instances” or “the distinguishing character or 

personality of an individual” – two definitions seeming to contradict the other.  It is no mystery 

why discussions surrounding identity are so challenging.  People struggling with their identity 

often want to distinguish themselves as unique individuals, while appealing to others at the same 

time. How could the dialogue surrounding this one word not be worrisome and frustrating?  

While many people struggle over questions of identity, artists often find themselves making 

these inquiries not only about themselves, but about their life’s work as well.     

Artists regularly experience internal discord when trying to define their genre or style, 

especially early in their careers.  While most yearn to connect with audiences in an effort to 

achieve success, they also want to distinguish themselves and their work from others within their 

art-form. Not only do emerging artists occasionally struggle with identity, they also find 

themselves defending and justifying their lifestyles and their work.   In 2008 the National 

Endowment for the Arts published Artists in the Workforce, 1990 – 2005, a report indicating that 

“artists play an important role in America’s cultural vitality and economic prosperity” (iii).  

Artists are sometimes seen as eccentric rebels who are unable to work “real” jobs. Utilizing 

census data from 1990 – 2000 and the new American Community Survey from 2003 - 2005 to 

analyze demographic and employment characteristics of the artistic workforce, this government 

report spanning fifteen years asserts that artists are a major part of the American workforce.  

While this report offers professional artists a sense of legitimacy, it does little to appease the 

artists who are struggling to identify themselves and their work.  
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I came to graduate school for a plethora reasons. I wanted to know more about Theatre 

for Young Audiences, Applied Theatre and Theatre Education. Additionally, I hoped to 

collaborate with other talented artists to create new projects and to finally identify my work and 

who I am as an artist. Earning a Masters of Fine Arts Degree would prove that I had studied my 

craft seriously and that I was clear on my professional direction. My particular area of study, the 

Drama and Theatre for Youth and Communities program at The University of Texas at Austin, 

also incorporates a major pedagogy component. While there is no denying that I am a stronger, 

more experienced artist and educator after almost three years of graduate study, prior to this 

thesis project I was unclear as to how I wanted to be identified within the profession.  This 

identity struggle ultimately has become the crux of this document.  Not only did I come to 

graduate school for the reasons mentioned above, but my intention was to study, explore and 

practice solo performance for young audiences.  I would be the solo performer I was researching. 

Although I can not imagine a life without young people in it, I wanted to further explore my 

artistry and my identity as a performance artist.  

I am not alone. It seems there are many artist/teachers and mentors who struggle with 

identity and labels. The term “teaching artist” has become the accepted title for artists who also 

teach. But as Nilaja Sun’s character quips in her play, No Child…, I am curious if the term 

“teaching artist” has in fact only been coined so that people “know we do something else in our 

free time” other than just teach. With that in mind I ask: what is so unappealing about being 

identified as a teacher? I value working with young people partially because I have been inspired 

and challenged by great teachers throughout my lifetime. It is important, therefore, for me to 

explore the ideas and the constructs around this phrase and to question my hesitation of being 

labeled a “teacher” first, rather than being identified as an artist. Additionally, in this chapter I 

attempt to answer the key questions: What does it mean to be a teaching artist and how does an 
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applied theatre program with youth shape a teaching artist’s identity? In order to reach some 

conclusions about the meanings of teaching artistry and the self discoveries I made throughout 

this thesis process, it is important to first present multiple definitions of the term: teaching artist. 

We have heard it said many times: “Those who can, do; those who can’t, teach”.  

This dubious phrase was infamously declared by playwright George Bernard Shaw.  Popular 

wisdom also has it that Shaw once wrote that he never learned anything from a teacher; that he 

taught himself everything he knows.  In The History of Teaching Artistry: Where we come from, 

are, and are heading, Eric Booth, a twenty-five year Teaching Artist veteran and Julliard 

professor, counters Shaw’s theory by stating: “(Shaw) got it quite wrong – the truth is that those 

who can do two things well, at the same time, in almost any setting, are teaching artists” (1).  Yet 

for some, there is a stigma that is attached to the teaching profession. Actress and theatre 

professor, Barbara McKeen, in her book, A Teaching Artist at Work, reveals her thoughts about 

teaching when she was an undergraduate: 

“I would be dishonest if I did not admit that, in the beginning, I viewed teaching 
as something I could fall back on. I bought into the idea that teaching was 
somehow a “lesser” choice.  I did not interrogate the complexity of teaching but 
rather subscribed to the ill-informed but popular notion that anyone could teach. I 
saw teaching as an “add-on” that would satisfy my mother, a teacher herself” (7). 
 

McKeen’s candor resonates with me since I recall only ever wanting to be a performer as a 

young child. My father remembers my writing songs as a six year-old, banging out verses and 

choruses on my Fisher Price piano. I was eager to play a real instrument as a child and my 

parents could not afford piano lessons.  In the fourth grade I had the opportunity to play violin 

and then clarinet in the band a year later. My private elementary school did not have a theatre 

program, but when I transferred to public school in sixth grade there was a musical to audition 

for and a choir to join. I enrolled into both projects without question. I danced, played music, 

sang and dreamt of nothing else but becoming an artist. Middle school, high school, college and 
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even my graduate studies have all been defined by my participation in the arts. I came to 

teaching by accident as I was working at the Herberger Theater Center box office in Phoenix, 

Arizona as an undergraduate at Arizona State University in 1998.  That summer, Phoenix 

Theatre was looking for teaching assistants for their “Curtain Call” drama camp.  I was thrilled 

with the idea of getting paid to work with children but I never envisioned that teaching would 

become my career. Just like Barbra McKeen, teaching would be what I “fall back on” if I failed 

at a performance career. Yet, from that time on I continued working with young people, no 

matter where I lived or how I was involved in other employment or performance opportunities.  

I specifically chose the Drama and Theatre for Youth and Communities program at The 

University of Texas for my graduate studies because of its reputation for being one of the most 

outstanding programs for theatre education and theatre for young audiences in the country. The 

major appeal was that I would receive an MFA as opposed to an MA, and that I would not be 

required to earn public school teaching certification. This seemed to be a program designed for 

individuals who identified themselves as artists, first and foremost. While my experience 

working in the professional theatre had introduced me to the term “teaching artist,” I had never 

identified myself with that label. As a performer I knew that my work with children was 

successful. When I witnessed Nilaja Sun, who identifies as a teaching artist, step into roll as a 

teacher immediately following her incredibly skilled performance, I knew that this was the kind 

of work I wanted to pursue. Nilaja is an exceptional teacher because she is an exceptional 

performer. While I was excited to learn about lesson planning, to explore pedagogical theory and 

to interrogate myself as an educator, my ultimate goal as a graduate student would be to create a 

one woman play for young audiences. Eventually, I would decide my topic and develop a 

performance piece that would be important to the lives of my audiences. It would also provide 

me with a possible job opportunity after graduation. As I began developing my thesis project and 
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I continued to research the personal issues of self esteem and body acceptance, I found myself 

using the term “teaching artist” in all of my documentation.  

 Eric Booth has published numerous articles and books about teaching artistry and has led 

the conversation in trying to find a universal definition for the term. In his 2003 article, Seeking 

Definition: What is a Teaching Artist? Booth interviewed nineteen of his colleagues in an effort 

to “define the attributes that distinguish the Teaching Artist from other arts-in-education 

practitioners” (5), such as full time, certified drama teacher, etc…. While each one of his 

contributors has diverse facets to add to their own definitions, one thing was universal 

throughout: to be a Teaching Artist you must be an artist.  Below are samples of the definitions 

he includes in his article. 

“A Teaching Artist is one whose proficiency in one or more art disciplines is 
complemented by knowledge and experience in facilitating the acquisition of skills 
and knowledge in and through the arts among students, teachers and other 
practitioners” – Richard Bell 
 
“A Teaching Artist assumes the mantel of a broader experience. Artists who teach 
primarily teach from their own experiences, their own life, or their own 
professional process. A Teaching Artist primarily offers opportunities for others 
to make entry into the creative, artistic, historical and aesthetic experience of the 
arts.” – Richard Burrows 
 
“Teaching Artists balance several worlds. They are practitioners of their art form 
but actively seek to use components of the art to teach in new ways. And it is, in 
my experience, often things other than the art form. They bring to teaching the 
techniques and disciplines of their craft to initiate growth and challenge 
assumptions. They provide new pathways and connections between disparate 
ideas and facts to engage student in real learning. In many ways I consider them 
the catalyst for change.” – Daniel Renner 
 
“When I talk to others who call themselves Teaching Artists, the biggest 
challenge that they cite is trying to balance performance, or art making, with 
teaching. It is the essential struggle and yet, most of these TAs wouldn’t have it 
any other way.  – Judith Hill 
 
“A Teaching Artist is an artist who actively engages learners in consciously 
developing the aesthetics of their own process for learning” – Arnold April  
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“A Teaching Artist is a practicing professional artist who extends the definition of 
practicing professional artist to include collaboration with classroom teachers 
with the goal of advancing teaching and learning. The goal is achieved through 
the design and presentation of activities that aim at illuminating the curriculum 
by engaging students in the medium of their craft, its skills, procedures and 
social/historical contexts.” – Daniel Windham 

 
Eric Booth draws his own conclusion by stating that: “A Teaching Artist is an artist, with the 

complementary skills and sensibilities of an educator, who engages people in learning 

experiences in, through or about the arts” (11). 

 How do these definitions help to clarify the experience I had working with my middle 

and high school participants at The Ann Richards School?   One of the major challenges I 

discovered in the design of this thesis project was that I was attempting to conduct two projects 

at the same time. First, I was co-facilitating an arts-based program that utilized theatre devising 

approaches to encourage young women to write about their personal experiences and to share 

them in a public forum in an effort to promote positive self esteem. “Devising is a process of 

making theatre that enables a group of performers to be physically and practically creative in the 

sharing and the shaping of an original product that directly emanates from assembling, editing, 

and reshaping individuals’ contradictory experiences of the world” (Oddey 1). Ultimately, by 

employing devising strategies we were encouraging our participants to create content from their 

own experiences knowing that as an ensemble they would create a larger theatrical event. In 

directing ten girls for a semester in the after-school program promoting social/emotional change 

through the use of the arts we provided guidance and mentorship; facilitated activities and 

writing prompts; led by example and supplied multiple performance venues. This program alone 

would have been an important thesis project and in hind-sight I wish I would have set up 

stronger evaluation tools to measure the changes the students and the adult participants 

experienced throughout the semester. This, however, was not my original goal. I wanted to write 

a play inspired by the authentic storytelling of the youth participants. Therefore, my 
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dramaturgical, new play development research felt like it was in conflict with my desire to 

facilitate and afterschool program centered on the girls’ work.  

Identifying myself as a solo performer, songwriter and playwright, I was planning to 

research the audience I was hoping to perform for.  My intentions were to participate in all of the 

activities we conducted with the girls in order to generate my own performative material, an 

ideal setting from which to develop my writing. Additionally, I realized that a sense of activism 

was entering into my work and this surprised me. I have never identified as an activist.  Yet, the 

more time I spent researching and discussing the issues of self esteem and body acceptance with 

the girls, the more passionate and determined I became regarding the norms in our society and 

the need for change. As I was attempting to encourage a sense of responsibility and agency in 

our participants, I sought to maintain a sense of activism in my solo performance.  In an effort to 

prepare myself as a writer I video taped our sessions, documented our progress and submerged 

myself in the lives of the young women, but for an entire semester I found myself paralyzed 

when I sat down to write my performance piece.  

In the spring of 2010, after taking the “Myths, Legends and Tales” course with Professor 

Suzan Zeder, it was decided that I would utilize the Brother’s Grimm fairytale “Snow White and 

the Seven Dwarfs” as the thematic framework for my solo play.  As a highly recognizable 

fairytale, used by Disney in the 1937 film, it epitomizes the dangers of seeking to achieve 

flawless beauty.  It also explores the impact mother figures and other adult women can have on 

young girls. In analyzing the “Snow White” fairytale, many scholars have criticized the character 

of Snow White for being just as vain as the evil queen.  Questioning whether or not the Evil 

Queen’s fate would someday become that of Snow White, a never-ending cycle of women and 

girls trying to be the “fairest of them all.” Roger Sale, in his text, Fairytales and after: from 

Snow White to E.B. White, surmises: “Snow White and the Queen are locked in a terrible 
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likeness, because they are the same person at two different stages of life” (43).   This fairytale 

and the various interpretations led me to look inward towards my responsibilities to the younger 

generations of girls. While my applied theatre workshops would not be structured around this 

tale, my play would be, and the girls would hopefully inspire me to respond to this tale in a 

creative, contemporary and urgent way. 

As the facilitation of the program began in the fall of 2010, I met with Professor Zeder 

weekly with the expectation that I would be submitting new performative material based on my 

time with the girls. Each week I panicked about not being able to write anything. While my own 

disordered eating recovery would inevitably enter into the discussions, more worth noting was 

that I would constantly turn back to my work with the girls. I would proudly report on the 

progress they were making by sharing stories and poems they had crafted. Together, Professor 

Zeder and I discussed new, generative activities to facilitate with my youth population; each idea 

designed to hopefully help me write my play, but in turn I constantly found myself conflicted 

over my identity and role in the classroom.  Was I a teacher, guiding and mentoring young girls 

in the areas of theatre, creative writing and performance, or was I an artist, a playwright 

conducting interactive development of a new, solo performance piece that I would later perform 

for them? Never intending to perform their stories, I was simply expecting their personal 

experiences to inspire me. But my desire to create a one person play was diminishing as the 

power of their stories increased. As the girls shared and wrote about feeling alone, having too 

many responsibilities at home, the pressures of being academically successful, and of course the 

anxiety over their bodies, this self-identified artist decided she would discontinue the idea of 

creating a solo performance piece.  This change initially disheartened me: who am I if not an 

artist writing and performing a solo play for young audiences?  



   

28 

The decision to discontinue the playwriting component of the thesis was not simply made 

in my adviser’s office. During each session with the students I became more impressed by their 

discussions and their creativity. So much so that my identity in this space was being changed 

because of my time listening to and observing them.  What did I have to say that was more 

urgent or significant than what they needed to say for themselves? As Carol Gilligan suggests in 

the passage I quote in the introduction, these girls have voices and I was going to encourage the 

girls to use them and share them publicly. How could I honestly create an applied theatre project 

exploring self esteem, and then ask the girls to sit and listen while I performed for them?  

I discovered that my work with the girls is my artistry.  My ability to connect with them, 

to be honest with them, to respect them and their ideas and to encourage them to share their 

voices with audiences is art in process.  The discoveries surrounding my intentionality and my 

personal transformation are documented in the following chapters, but it was this critical self-

exploration that made a significant impact on my identity as an artist, a teacher, and ultimately as 

a woman. 
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INTENTIONALITY 
 

At its most relevant, a piece of theatre creates a conversation between an issue, a 
community of performers, and a community of citizens. At its most meaningful, a 
piece of theatre offers new perspectives on how diverse individuals process 
information and apply personal experiences to a life. At its most transformational, 
a piece of theatre offers an opportunity for collaboration between different people 
with different voices and opinions, and in the end, such a theatre piece can, 
indeed, create a new “playing field” for tolerance, appreciation, inspiration, and 
possibilities.  Such is the intention of this groundbreaking project; such is the 
intention of Body Language (Russell 8).  

 

The above text is from the mission statement of the Body Language program facilitated 

by Susan Russell, an Assistant Professor in the School of Theatre at Pennsylvania State 

University and the Artistic Director of Cultural Conversations, an annual festival that presents 

new work exploring themes of local and global diversity. In 2010 the theme of the festival was 

the female body.  “A NIGHT OF Body Language” was presented to the Pennsylvania State 

University community, resulting in important dialogue about the issues many women, of all ages, 

face surrounding self esteem and body image.  This creative writing/performance program was 

used in elementary, middle, high school and college classrooms in an effort to explore the 

universal struggles women experience surrounding their bodies.  The Body Language program 

focused on the voices of girls and women and offered them a platform to perform publicly their 

mantras of: “hope, community, healing, information and protection.”  As a result of the work, 

Dr. Russell published documentation of the process; from the classroom workshops to the 

curriculum used, as well as the transcript of the final performance.  

 At first glance there were many similarities between Dr. Russell’s program and my own, 

although I was in only one classroom of middle and high school girls and she with many age 

groups, we both utilized theatre and writing strategies to empower young women to write about 

their lives and to eventually perform their work publicly. The intentionality of our individual 

projects differ in that she remained focused on her participants from the onset and I evolved into 
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that position during the process.  To reflect on her words again: “At its most transformational, a 

piece of theatre offers an opportunity for collaboration between different people with different 

voices and opinions, and in the end, such a theatre piece can, indeed, create a new “playing field” 

for tolerance, appreciation, inspiration, and possibilities”.  A solo performance piece is the 

antithesis of this type of theatre. While I argue again that the collaboration a solo performer 

experiences is with her audience can be transcending, there is an element of community that is 

simply lost in solo theatre.  

In order to move deeper into the discussion of my intentionality, it is important to clarify 

what the basic goals of my thesis project were:  

1. To explore issues of self esteem and body acceptance with an all girl, youth population in 

an effort to further my own recovery while hopefully creating a team of young “body 

activists” who would begin promoting the benefits of fighting the “thin ideal” and the 

societal norms surrounding beauty which are endorsed by the media, but also practiced 

among peers, in schools and within families.  

2. To utilize devising, songwriting, creative writing and other playmaking and storytelling 

strategies to explore the issues, empowering the young participants to create their own 

works of art, be it poetry, music, monologues, or scenes.  As an arts advocate I believe 

training and guidance in the performing arts inherently promotes positive self esteem 

through confidence building and the recognition that often comes after performances.  

3. To submerge myself in a community of young girls for dramaturgical research in order to 

be inspired to write a solo performance piece that could have an important impact on 

young, all girl audiences.  This one-woman performance would hopefully provide me 

with an opportunity to perform original material and possibly supply me with 

employment opportunities after the project was completed.   
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My core values are centered on education and young people and I passionately believe 

that art experiences can help them rise above hardships, encourage them to stay in school, and 

they absolutely promote positive self esteem.  In this chapter I discuss my intentionality as a solo 

performer, while examining the question: How does an artist/educator develop and facilitate a 

collaborative arts education/applied theatre experience that maintains artistic authenticity while 

practicing pedagogical and civil integrity? My intention to create a solo performance piece for 

young audiences was designed to support my values and beliefs about art and youth culture.  I 

debated how altruistic it is to enter into a youth population with the desire to promote positive 

self esteem and body acceptance by then creating a personal performance opportunity. 

Altruism is the act of practicing unselfish regard for the welfare of others.  The ethics and 

reciprocity of applied and community based theatre programming is repeatedly analyzed by 

scholars and practitioners alike. Helen Nicholson explores these questions in Applied Drama:  

I have often wondered what motivates practitioners to seek out the ‘ugly, 
unglamorous and dirty’ situations and how, as practitioners, we might reflect on 
what this implies about our values, our sense of responsibility and understanding 
of citizenship as a social practice….The history of the word ‘altruism’ is a useful 
starting point for this discussion. It was coined by Auguste Comte, a French 
philosopher whose major works were written between 1830 and 1842, to mean 
the opposite of egotism…He believes that the highest human faculty is the 
intellect and that part of his project was to find ways of achieving human 
betterment through creating a society based on rationalist principles and a clearly 
defined social order.  

 
 
Nicholson continues her discussion of altruism by citing the opinions of other scholars and  
 
Theorists: 
 
 David Miller provides a definition of an altruist as ‘anyone who goes to the rescue 

intending to help’ (but he continues to point out) It is more likely that altruistic 
gestures are offered to those whom the ‘altruist’ regards as deserving in some way 
– either morally, politically or ethically – and there is significant evidence to show 
that altruists are selective about who they help.  In a slightly different vain, 
Needra Badhwar argues that self-interest and altruism are not on opposite poles, 
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but interrelated.  Altruistic acts are socially and psychologically beneficial to the 
giver.  In Miller’s description, the altruist presupposes that someone needs 
rescuing for a particular reason whether they have asked for it or not – and 
assumes that the recipients lives will be enhanced as a result of this intervention.  
Badwhar’s interpretation recognizes that altruism has specific benefits for the 
giver and that, however benign, the regarding motives of the altruists are always 
implicated in other-regarding acts.  

 
While including the ideas of applied theatre practitioner and scholar James Thompson, 

Nicholson remarks: 

Good intentions to be good citizens are not always good enough… Thompson 
suggests that a level of uncertainty and humility about the effectiveness about 
(applied theatre) work is extremely productive.  What an analysis of altruism 
offers to this debate is another way of theorizing this uncertainty by finding points 
of connection between acts of altruism and self-interest, and recognizing that they 
operate as a continuum rather than as binary opposites. Once the reciprocal 
relationship between self-interest and other-regarding acts is acknowledged, I 
think there is the opportunity for a more optimistic interpretation of the 
relationship between altruism and social citizenship.  

  
Helen Nicholson surmises that “the affective dimensions of theatre provide a good way to 

negotiate a productive consonance between altruism and self-interest” (31) and by quoting 

philosopher Keith Graham, Nicholson draws this conclusion: “Altruism…encourages self-

development through a process of ‘broadening horizons beyond the personal, even though as a 

matter of fact, the person is not left behind’” (32). 

 Nicholson’s consideration of altruism describes the concerns I experienced while 

conducting my applied theatre project. With the best of intentions, I wanted to create a 

production that would educate and inspire young girls to reject the “thin ideal” and to appreciate 

themselves the way they are.  The Ann Richards School for Young Women Leaders was selected 

as their mission and goals were aligned with mine and the fact that I had access to the afterschool 

programming through Theatre Action Project’s programming. Additionally, I knew that these 

young women are eager to better themselves, their lives and the lives of others.  In creating a 
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solo performance piece for young audiences I wanted to make certain that I was respecting the 

young participants, my research subjects, in an altruistic manner that was mutually beneficial.  

 Beyond wanting the student participants to benefit from our time together, I was 

concerned about the ethics of attempting to perform their stories for them. I used phrases such as 

“I wanted to be inspired by my girls” rather than discuss how I might have perform their work 

for them.  bell hooks, in her article “Choosing the Margin as a Space of Radical Openness” 

published in The Applied Theatre Reader edited by Tim Prentki and Sheila Preston, explores the 

concerns with performing “other.”  Her words are piercing as they challenge those who might 

consider taking voices away from marginalized individuals: 

“Often speech about “other” annihilates, erases: ‘no need to hear your voice when 
I can talk about you better that you can speak about yourself.  No need to hear 
your voice. Only tell me about your pain. I want to know your story. And then I 
will tell it back to you in a new way. Tell it back to you in such a way that is has 
become mine, my own. Re-writing you, I write myself anew. I am still author, 
authority.  I am still the colonizer, the speaking subject, and you are now at the 
center of my talk’” (84).  
 

hooks’ comments parallel those of  feminist scholar, Carol Gilligan, who insists that young girls 

have voices and are perfectly capable of first person speech.  Unfortunately, few ask the girls 

what they are feeling and thinking. I never sought to speak for my participants, so the 

challenging task was that I needed to speak for myself.  In attempting to find my own voice 

throughout this creative process I began to lose connection with the girls.  I believe this to be 

unacceptable behavior as a facilitator. As I attempted to write my own story, it became obvious 

that I was falling into a pattern of divulging personal struggles without connecting to the lives of 

the young women I was to represent.  In correcting the approach I discontinued my idea to 

develop a new play, even though the girls knew of my objective to write a one-woman 

performance piece from the beginning.   
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My time with the girls, for the one hour we had together afterschool, was to mentor and 

assist them in the creation of their own solo and group pieces. To encourage them to write their 

songs and poems, to foster a sense of community and to help them discover ways they could 

promote positive self esteem in their communities and families.  Ultimately, I realized that I 

could not participate in this two-fold project at the same time. I could not design and co-facilitate 

a semester long program that was pedagogically sound while conducting personal, interactive 

development research for a one person play.  The girls became my top priority.  My work, my 

artistry, my identity, was now focused solely on mentoring the young writer/performers.  While 

no formal assessment tools were in place, I observed the girls mature into artists and confident 

women. Their self esteem was inherently increasing by being given the opportunity to share 

publicly their ideas, their pain, their joy, their voices.  

 The first time I witnessed the students as self confident artists was during an open 

microphone performance night at Thunderbird Coffee House.  They performed some of the 

poetry and prose they had written through-out the semester about issues of family, friends, 

school, relationships and body. They also performed an original song we had written as a group 

called “Don’t Let the Pictures Fool You.” This song was based off of letters the girls had written 

to “younger” girls, encouraging them to not let the images in magazines and on film define who 

they wanted to be and how they wanted to look. The performance of this song in such a public 

space was a transformative moment for all of us. Not only was I able to publically witness their 

self esteem improving in that moment, but everyone in attendance could physically see the 

change happening. With the assistance of The Ann Richards School we had been able to 

transport the girls to the coffee shop, provide them with dinner and most importantly, allow them 

to share their lives and their inner thoughts with a public audience.  While there were many 

invited guests in attendance, quite a few regular patrons of the coffee shop became please 
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audience members as well. These girls were terrified. Some of them had never been in a coffee 

shop before and yet here they were, sharing their personal work.  The evening was exhilarating.  

The next day at school, Christena Rutz, the guidance counselor, said she saw some of our girls 

beaming as they walked through the halls.  Young women who rarely look up to say hello, were 

going out of their way to speak to her. Their self esteem and attitudes improved for the rest for 

the semester as they wanted to share their newfound messages.  The girls became even more 

eager to write, they were especially eager to write mores songs. They wanted to develop a motto 

and they were very concerned about the future of the program after the semester was over. They 

were exploring other ways to get their messages heard and they simply wanted to perform in 

public again. It is unimaginable that I ever had any other intentions with this program than to 

ignite this kind of passion in these girls.  

 A few weeks before “T.A.P. into your Self Esteem” concluded, the eight girls who 

remained for the entire semester performed one more time for a large audience in their school 

cafeteria.  As they shared more of their poetry, monologues and songs, I recall feeling so proud 

of these young women. I celebrated and reflected with them; they were all so grateful to have 

had the opportunity to share their voices.  Consequently, at the same time our program was 

concluding, I had a breakthrough concerning my solo piece. After the girls’ final performance, I 

knew that this work was not about providing me with a performance outlet. It is instead, 

becoming a personal mission of mine to promote positive self esteem and body acceptance in 

women and girls of all ages.  If young girls and women could avoid falling into the beauty and 

health traps driven by popular culture media, they could possibly escape the damaging costs that 

follow a life trying to achieve the unachievable. According to the Oregon Research Institute’s 

Enhanced-Dissonance Body Acceptance Manual, published in 2008 by Eric Stice, Katherine 

Presnell, Whitney McMillan, and Heather Shaw, it has been shown that participating in 
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programming that encourages a critique of the culturally sanctioned thin beauty ideal “result in 

decreased subscription to the ‘thin-ideal’ and consequent reductions in body dissatisfaction, 

negative mood, dieting, and bulimic pathology, as well as a decreased risk for future obesity and 

eating disorders and improved psychological functioning” (3).   If young women become more 

confident and are encouraged to be perfectly imperfect, if they are made privy to the truths and 

deceits practiced within the beauty and health industry, they are much more likely to experience 

higher levels of self esteem.  If girls and women were able to transfer the time and energy spent 

worrying about how they look into achieving personal and professional goals, we would have a 

different culture of women in America.  I am proud that the “T.A.P. into your Self Esteem” 

program made some progress in the right direction in the effort to promote this message.   

In discussing the intentionality of my work, I find myself questioning what I was actually 

pursuing by wanting to create a solo performance vehicle for myself.  Was I seeking an outlet for 

personal expression, an opportunity to receive the recognition artists thrive on, or did I genuinely 

want to encourage change? I have learned that I do not need to apologize for wanting to create 

new work as a performance artist. The self-discoveries I made within this program were 

important and life changing, but they do not diminish the fact that I am also a performer.  This 

realization, along with the fact that I was able to identify the needs of my student participants and 

support them in getting their voices heard, has made this an invaluable experience for me and has 

impacted the future of my work as an artist and teacher.   

Another issue that arose while discussing my intentionality was a question of how artists 

can make a living as applied theatre facilitators. I was a volunteer throughout this thesis project, 

but as I begin to look at the potential of my future work as an applied theatre practitioner, 

attempting to make a difference in the lives of women and girls of all ages, I can not help but 

question how this type of work can be sustainable.  Not only do I consider the state of arts 
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education funding in this country and the accessibility to young people after school, but I am also 

reflecting on the personal need to make a living. Additionally, with a desire to have my 

participants experience more public performance opportunities in the future, I begin to question 

how “public” does the work need to be before the girl’s messages begin to make a difference on 

a larger scale?  Does “making a difference on a larger scale” even matter?  

On August 12, 2010 in Burbank, California I met Jessica Weiner for the first time.  

Weiner is not originally from California, but moved there after the success of her professional 

theatre company gained special attention from Hollywood professionals. It was shortly after her 

move and while she was waiting to develop a television talk show, that she wrote her first book, 

A Very Hungry Girl.   She realized that in defining beauty, “Hollywood trumps real life,” so she 

began to question how “real life could trump Hollywood.”  The years following she began 

writing magazine columns and building relationships with organizations such as the Dove Self 

Esteem Fund.  Also, she began traveling worldwide, speaking to various groups and facilitating 

self esteem workshops with girls and women. She began working with TV executives to develop 

television shows that promoted positive body image. It was (and still is) important for Weiner to 

make a living while doing the work that is important to her. 

When I told Weiner about my project, along with my desire to create a one-person play 

for young audiences, she did not ask about my intentionality or whose stories I would be telling.  

She did not ask me how I identified as an artist or an educator or how I intended to facilitate a 

pedagogically sound, semester long program while I developed my performance piece.  Instead, 

she asked me how I could possibly make a living touring a one woman show to junior high 

schools and community centers.  While she is an advocate for generating new performative 

material that promotes positive body image, she was curious about how many people would 

actually see my play; how many people could be affected in that way? I talked about touring 
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with the potential to add multi-week workshops at each school. While she was supportive of my 

project as a whole, she wondered if there was another way to share my message. She was 

certainly pleased about the idea of young women creating their own material; creating the 

material they wanted to see and hear.  We talked about making a YouTube channel, starting a 

radio station, developing public service announcements and then trying to get them seen by the 

public. Then she asked me again, how will I make a living doing this work?  

 In the world of applied theatre there seems to be a stigma centered on the consideration of 

making a living conducting this kind of work; I occasionally observe pretentiousness among the 

applied theatre community.  Nicholson notes that, “Practitioners in applied drama have often 

distanced themselves from ‘mainstream’ theatre practices and spaces, which have been 

considered the preserve of the middle class” (7).  Even though Tony Kushner, the renowned 

American playwright best known for his Pulitzer Prize winning play Angels in America: A Gay 

Fantasia on National Themes has been noted as having said, “Art is not merely contemplation, it 

is also action, and all action changes the world, at least a little”. Kushner argues that any art, 

mainstream or otherwise, has the potential to make important social change.  Yet, there is still a 

resistance against mainstream theatre; against theatre that makes money.  If all forms of art have 

the power to change the world, then it would seem that applied theatre practitioners and scholars 

would be content with any and all art making, even if it did make a profit. 

Jessica Weiner was not asking me about how I plan to make a living in any superficial 

sense; her own work is some of the most authentic and genuine I have seen. Not only is making a 

living a legitimate concern, but Weiner understands the power of the media. She also 

understands that she must infiltrate the media in order to get her own message heard by as many 

people as possible. If one of the many goals of applied theatre is to encourage social change, 

what better way is there to do that than through the mainstream, mass media?  I considered 
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whether or not to include any conversation about “making a living” in this document, but when 

exploring intentionality, I decided an important aspect of this work is to be paid for doing it. 

Mass media and future income aside, the “T.A.P. into your Self Esteem” program helped me 

examine my personal reasons for working with young people.  I have often created programming 

based on what I could offer my students; for the first time it is possible that I gained as much, if 

not more, from my student population than they gained from me. I intend to continue working 

with young people, performing, writing, and finding ways to make a living doing important work 

that I love.  I intend to continue mentoring young people through the arts, reminding them that 

they, too, have voices that deserve to be heard.  
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TRANSFORMATION 
 

 
Though-out the last four chapters I have explored my personal growth and transformation 

as a Teaching Artist, newly aware of the intentionality in my work and of the self-reflectiveness 

that transpires within strong collaborations.   Prior to the conclusion of this project, I would have 

likely assumed that “transformation” would have come only once I was performing my newly 

developed solo piece for young audiences; that my piece would be so authentic and “real” as a 

result of my thorough research that my audiences members would have no choice but to be 

changed forever.  While I assure my readers that I am not this egotistical or self-righteous, but if 

I am honestly interrogating the expectations I had for this project I did not expect the type of 

personal transformation within the classroom I experienced with my students at The Ann 

Richards School for Young Women Leaders.  

Philip Taylor, in his afore mentioned text, declares that: “Teaching artists must not lose 

sight of the power of the (applied theatre) art form to transform, to move, and to shift” (72).   

When Taylor is discussing transformation through participation in an applied theatre project, he 

is most often referring to the community receiving or benefiting from the program.  

 
Good applied theatre aims to devise roles and situations that explore the human 
condition, not as a way of answering the problems of the world but to help 
develop a perspective of others as we move toward a sense of social justice and 
equity. Applied theatre enables participants to struggle with the contradictions, to 
work through a dilemma, to interpret the lives of people under stress. 
 
Applied theatre acts as a reflective encounter, but simultaneously it is a 
transformative encounter that can help change of alter human perceptions of the 
world.  At the very least, applied theatre should leave participants with good 
questions they can take a way with them.  
 
Like great works of art, applied theatre shares a mission to transform (72). 
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A different examination of this exact project would have sought to assess and evaluate 

these changes and transformations within the middle and high school girls who participated in 

the program. Because my original intention was to create a solo performance piece inspired by 

these girls I did not establish evaluative measures to capture their changes. Although there were 

no questionnaires or surveys given, I did witness and observe transformation in the girls.  Below 

are a few post-production comments made by the young participants after their final public 

performance at The Ann Richards School on December 6, 2010: 

 
“Originally my friends bribed me to go to T.A.P – but then all three of them left, 
but I stayed.  Club was so amazing and I wanted to stay. I learned that even if 
your friends leave, it doesn’t mean you have to leave if you really like 
something.” 
 
“With my grades and home life being so hectic, coming to TAP was the only 
thing that stopped me from going crazy and just giving up.  Thank you.” 
 
“Don’t be afraid to be yourself and pour yourself out onto the page.  If you are 
yourself you will find people who like you for you. “ 
 
“After this semester, I feel more confident and I notice I smiled a lot more. I also 
made some new friends.” 
 
“It made me feel so much better about myself because now writing is like a 
healthy outlet when I have a pretty bad day. I still get down, but now I know what 
to do to not let it affect me in bad ways. “ 
 
“Stage fright kicked out, confidence kicked in.” 
 

While it is not my intention to spend much of this chapter on the transformation 

experienced by the girls, it can not go without saying that these moments certainly impacted my 

own transformation. Philip Taylor discusses the Applied Theatre Teaching Artist by providing 

thorough guidelines for planning “satisfying” applied theatre. He discusses what facilitation 

partnerships should look like, offering a list of characteristics that teaching artists in the applied 

theatre need to develop if they are going to become effective facilitators. He argues the 
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importance of transformation within applied theatre work and he reflects on the impact applied 

theatre work may have on the facilitator. “The teaching artist is not merely one who leads but 

one who is equally led by participants. Aims are negotiated and transformed in progress and 

predicted outcomes are no longer the focus. Good praxis in applied theatre works toward a joint 

partnership in which knowledge, talents, and skills are shared” (66).  I was absolutely led, and 

therefore transformed as an educator and an artist, by the work and the passion of my student 

participants. 

 Discussions of ethics, responsibility and preparedness are key elements in Philip Taylor’s 

analysis of the Applied Theatre Teaching Artist, but while he insists that the teaching artist must 

be willing to be equally led by their group, he does not discuss the teaching artist who might 

become overwhelmed by facilitating this type of work.  For that discussion I turn to another 

applied theatre scholar and practitioner, James Thompson, and his book, Applied Theatre: 

Bewilderment and Beyond.  Thompson appreciates that applied theatre programs are intense 

work, not only for the participants, but for the facilitators as well. He explores his notion of 

“bewilderment” and articulates what I was experiencing throughout the semester.  

“Bewilderment is thus the position of the theatre-maker who has conducted a piece of work in a 

community and struggles to find the words that can appropriately articulate the experience. S/he 

and perhaps the participants are dazzled by the experience, but description fails to capture the 

full scope of that effect” (22).  While the idea of being “dazzled” was furthest from my 

experience while trying to write my play, there may be no better word to describe the way I felt 

when one of girls would have a break-though in their writing, when our discussions would bring 

our group together in a new way and certainly when I would witness these young women 

becoming confident artists, sharing their voices in public. There is no better remark to identify 

these experiences than “dazzled.” 
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 Thompson provides transformed teaching artists with an array of descriptive words to 

mark their experiences, but he also uses the term “bewilderment” to discuss the theatre-maker’s 

struggle with actually articulating what was experienced in the applied theatre project.  As I 

create this document, I can appreciate the effort it takes to write about and discuss one’s work. 

But as I reflect on the outright battles I had with myself over trying to write my solo piece 

through-out the semester, I can relate to Thompson’s ideas of bewilderment in the creative sense 

as well.  Every time I began to write scenes or songs or poetry – anything at all – I would be 

transported back to the work the girls were doing. Every session I spent with them I marveled at 

their ideas and their poetic views on the world. They spoke honestly about their lives and used 

their voices to not only find peace for themselves, but also to explore ways of making change in 

their school and in their communities surrounding issues of self esteem and body acceptance.  

 As I further analyze and explore my personal transformation as a teaching artist, I am 

once again pulled back into Helen Nicholson’s work. She quotes Richard Schechner, the 

renowned performance studies scholar from New York University, and offers the debate between 

the words “transformation” and “transportation.” While she has questions about using the word 

“transformation” in applied theatre work, she supports the concept of “transportation”. 

The metaphor of social and personal change that I find most appropriate for the 
interplay between place and space, thought and action in applied drama is not one 
of ‘transformation’ but of ‘transportation’.  Richards Schechner has offered a 
distinction between these two aspects of performance practice. ‘Transformation’, 
he argues, affects a permanent change which is often, but not always, associated 
with ritual. In such cases (as in a marriage or a bar mitzvah ceremony, for 
example) transformation is intended to be lasting, and the outcome is immediate, 
predetermined, and predictable. It is led by the experienced social actors whose 
expertise affords them the necessary statues to lead the performative event or to 
initiate the ceremonial ties. ‘Transportation,’ however, is less fixed – performers 
are taken somewhere, actors are even temporarily transformed, but they are 
returned more or less to their starting places at the end of the drama or 
performance. In the long term, this process does not preclude more permanent 
transformations because, Schechner argues, ‘a series of transportation 
performances can achieve a transformation.’ 
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Although I recognize the power of theatre-making to touch people’s lives, I 
remain uneasy about using the term ‘transformation’ to describe the process of 
change afforded by practicing drama. This is partly because I feel uncomfortable 
about making such grand claims for the effect and the effectiveness of my own 
work as a practitioner, but also because it raises bigger political questions.  If 
applied drama is socially transformative, is it explicit what kind of society is 
envisioned” (12).  
 
This passage includes numerous points that impacted my research throughout this 

developmental process. Not only do I agree with Nicholson regarding the hesitance to make 

grand claims of “transformation” about my own work with young people, but this concern left 

me hesitant to assess and evaluate the girls’ experiences overall.  I was uncomfortable attempting 

to measure the distances the girls traveled as writers, performers and young women.  However, 

when inverting this discussion towards myself and questioning whether or not I was merely 

“transported” or in fact “transformed” as a result of this program, it is clear that transformation is 

what occurred.  Frankly, transportation would have been a welcomed alternative.  If I was merely 

transported during my time with the girls, returning to my “starting place” when I left them, then 

writing my own performance piece would have been a much easier task.  Each activity and class 

session I co-facilitated changed my priorities to focusing on the girls. My intentions were clearly 

re-sculpted as the program progressed, transforming me into a Teaching Artist who was able to 

leave her own identity burdens aside and able to give herself over to the young people she was 

working with.  

Even though I attribute my positive development as an artist and educator to my 

facilitation of and participation in the “T.A.P. into Your Self Esteem” program, there are other 

factors that were present throughout the semester that should be mentioned.  Although I hesitate 

to divulge too much personal information in this document, I was going through my own eating 

disorder recovery process while facilitating this program. In choosing to explore issues of self 

esteem and body acceptance for this thesis project I was hoping to learn more about the 
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organizations and institutions that provide existing programming designed to prevent eat 

disorders.  I was hopeful that my work could provide a new point of entry when discussing the 

promotion of positive self esteem and body acceptance. By attempting to create a meaningful 

program, rooted in research, that combined positive body image strategies with drama based 

strategies, I was hoping to find some answers for myself as well as for the field.  If an arts-based 

afterschool program can positively impact the self esteem of young girls, then it is possible that 

the student participants will be able to avoid eating disorders or other debilitating psychological 

concerns in the future. If we could redirect the time, money and energy spent attempting to fulfill 

societal ideals towards promoting positive self esteem and body image, young women could, 

hopefully, focus on living healthy, happy lives.  

Knowing that my thesis work was specifically promoting positive self esteem and body 

acceptance in young women, my own perceptions around these issues were transformed.  My 

identity, not only as an artist and a teacher, but especially as a woman who has been diagnosed 

with an eating disorder, became more concrete.  As part of my own recovery it is important to 

engage in community conversations concerning body image and because of my expertise in 

theatre education, it seemed that the next step was to engage in these conversations with young 

people using the arts.   As I discuss the transformation that occurred within me throughout the 

trajectory of this project I can not neglect the impact facilitating this program had on me as a 

woman struggling with her own body.  While my recovery team may have questioned if 

facilitating this program was the wisest decision for my personal healing, and certainly there 

were moments when I was struggling in regards to creating my own solo piece, I believe that the 

girls from The Ann Richards School for Young Women Leaders and my two co-facilitators, 

Amy Downing and Christena Rutz, were essential in the transformation I experienced.  Not to 
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mention the mentorship and patience I received from my faculty advisors, Professors Jennings 

and Zeder, throughout my entire thesis process.  

As a result of facilitating this project, I know there is art and beauty in the process of 

mentoring young people.  In becoming a Teaching Artist I have scrutinized what it means to me 

and what it means to the future of arts education. I have made connections with girls and women 

in very special ways and I hope to continue this work beyond the publication of this document.  I 

am not fully recovered but spending time with young women and encouraging them to promote 

positive self esteem in other girls, especially those younger than themselves, can be inherently 

healing and transformative.  I have become strong enough to identify that my current work is not 

to create solo performance for young audiences, but to teach young people how to create solo 

performance for themselves. I am proud of this transformation and I am grateful to the young 

women who accompanied me on my journey.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   

47 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 

“It is an optimistic story, to bear witness to the power of drama  
To affect social and personal change” 

 
- Helen Nicholson 

 
 

This document chronicled the challenges and struggles I experienced on my journey 

through an applied theatre process.  While my official thesis project concluded in December 

2010, I am happy to report that I have continued co-facilitating “T.A.P. into Your Self Esteem” 

at The Ann Richards School for Young Women Leaders.  When the fall 2010 semester ended 

members of the school administration, along with Karen LaShelle from Theatre Action Project, 

were eager to have us return to campus to continue our work regarding issues of self esteem and 

body acceptance. The girls themselves were equally enthusiastic. As a result of their successful 

work, they were given the opportunity to perform two original songs for their entire school and 

later they were invited to perform with the 2011 Official State Musician of Texas, Sara Hickman, 

at The Paramount Theatre for an audience of almost two-thousand. And still, every Tuesday and 

Thursday, Amy Downing, Christena Rutz, and I meet with these middle and high school girls to 

discuss issues of self esteem and body acceptance.  The program received such accolades that 

Theatre Action Project is planning to create an all girls theatre ensemble that would continue 

what “T.A.P. into Your Self Esteem” began.  If created, this new ensemble would devise a one-

act play each year, featuring all young women and would hopefully tour to schools throughout 

the district promoting positive self esteem and body acceptance, among other issues important to 

girls.  Hopefully “T.A.P. into Your Self Esteem” will continue encouraging young girls to 

become confident and secure in who they are and what they look like for years to come. 

While I have been reflecting on my identity, my intentionality and my transformation in 

the preceding chapters, it is important to note that the most important discovery I made 
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throughout this process was that by allowing myself to absorb the authentic, sincere moments 

that were transpiring in our afterschool classroom, I was able to grow and change as a teaching 

artist and as a woman. Due to my willingness and openness, I believe the program overall 

actually benefited.  While my one woman show was never written, an entire theatrical event 

comprised of original poetry, monologue and music was crafted and performed by the 

exceptional young women from The Ann Richards School.  Hopefully this project will lead to 

the theatre ensemble we are envisioning.  We imagine opening the program to other middle and 

high school girls in Austin, creating an empowered group of young women who will develop 

new work and tour in an effort to promote positive self esteem in young women throughout the 

community.  

This project truly changed me.  I have become less focused and centered on my own 

work as a performing artist and more concerned with my role as an educator and mentor in my 

community. I enjoy teaching the craft of acting to young people and adults alike, but I have come 

to understand that I have a responsibility to help people find their voices and to assist them in 

being heard. The “T.A.P. into Your Self Esteem” project facilitated my own recovery from 

disordered eating and body issues due to the fact that I was expecting certain behaviors from the 

students.  I could not enter into our classroom expecting the girls to demand positive self esteem 

and body acceptance from their audiences if I did not believe these things myself.  The girls have 

encouraged me to start looking into what the definition of “health” means in my life. I am 

seeking physical, spiritual, and psychological mindfulness and wellness and by being a teaching 

artist, engaged in my students’ work and artistic development, I am more open and willing to 

experience these things. Recovery is a lifelong process, as is now my dedication to promoting 

positive self esteem and body acceptance in girls and women of all colors, ages and sizes.  I will 

stop apologizing for what I was unable to accomplish throughout this process and celebrate the 
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amazing discoveries my students helped me unearth about myself. And when the time is right I 

will finally create that one-woman performance piece.  

While this document became a personal study of my journey through an applied theatre 

process, I would like to discuss some of the difficulties a teaching artist might experience if 

attempting to broach a social issue that is close and personal to them.  The fact that I had 

struggled with disordered eating and negative body image myself made the process much more 

challenging than it might have been otherwise and I was forced to ask myself: How much of 

one’s personal life should be aloud in their professional work?  As an artist, it is hard to ever 

separate myself from my work, but it is a question worth considering when dealing with close 

personal issues. Throughout my reflections I pondered what the outcome of the program might 

have been had we considered a different topic. If the content had not been as personal to me 

would my resulting behavior and transformation have been the same?  I needed the girls and this 

program as much as the girls needed me. Therefore, I recommend that if an artist is seeking to 

conduct dramaturgical research within a specific community for the means of developing new 

work they should be aware of the personal implications and impressions the content might have 

on them.  Additionally, it is important for applied theatre practitioners to practice transparency 

with difficult topics, to admit that they have questions and that they struggle with the topic just as 

much as the participants do.  There is no question that some of the difficulty I experienced while 

writing my own piece came from the internal challenges I faced while dealing with the overall 

content of the program. And while Phillip Taylor reminds us that we should never forget to 

represent ourselves in applied theatre work, in the end, the teaching artist must find a balance 

between the personal and the professional.  

As I turn the lens away from my personal work and transformation, it is important to 

offer some recommendations for other teaching artists interested in developing and facilitating 
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original, performative programs utilizing creative writing and devising strategies to explore 

difficult issues. I have provided a list of recommended activities to assist in that work. Below are 

the steps and strategies we employed to develop the final performance of “T.A.P. into Your Self 

Esteem:” 

1. It is important that the student participants are fully informed regarding the 

topic the group will be focusing on, especially in the case of topics such as 

body esteem. We were encouraging the students to fight against societal norms; 

therefore, it was essential that we provided statistics and factual information 

regarding the images we see in the media and the messages that are purported 

in everyday life.  It was important for the girls to feel well equipped with 

information prior to beginning the creative, generative process.  

2. Before moving into the creative process, it was important to develop an “every 

girl” that our student participants were able to connect with and relate to. We 

never wanted the girls to feel like they had to talk about themselves specifically 

and this strategy provides some distance from challenging conversations. This 

girl, who we named Rachel, became the character we wrote about and 

responded to.  In order to create this character we used an activity called: “Role 

on the Wall” found in Jonothan Neelands and Tony Goode’s text Structuring 

Drama Work.  This activity allows the group to create a character with external 

and internal struggles. The activity is played out on a chalk board or large piece 

of paper so the entire group can visualize and participate in the character 

development.  We invented friends and family for Rachel, her likes and 

dislikes. We discovered as a collective group that she was struggling in school, 

suffering from anxiety and that she wanted to be perfect.  Once we had 
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developed our “real” girl, who could be any girl attending The Ann Richards 

School, the students were ready to begin generating their own work.  

3. Many of our initial writing prompts began as letters and monologues. We asked 

the girls to write a letter to Rachel, imaging she was a younger girl needing 

advice concerning self worth and body esteem. The letters led to poems and 

songs that would later be performed by the group. Utilizing Michael Rohd’s 

suggestion in Theatre for Community, Conflict, and Dialogue, we asked the 

girls to create monologues from the point of view of the characters in Rachel’s 

life.  By creating the voices our character Rachel hears everyday, the girls were 

able to develop other poems, stories and songs inspired by the people and 

issues in Rachel’s life – their own lives.  Rachel and her struggles became the 

organizing principal of the final performance event.  

4. We guided the girls as they created super-heroines fashioned after themselves.  

We asked them to imagine that they were a super-heroine, whose super powers 

were the skills and talents the girls have in real life.  They were encouraged to 

draw what their super-heroine looked like and to articulate how their character 

made a difference in the lives of young women. Once again, we asked the girls 

to write monologues to Rachel, but this time in the voice of their super-

heroines.  This activity led to a group song and poem that became the finale 

during the final performance and was performed by the entire ensemble. 

5. Additionally, as in most drama based programming, we played many games 

encouraging trust, improvisation and creativity. We used image work most 

often attributed to Augusto Boal from his text Games for Actors and Non-

actors to explore relationships. 
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6. Most importantly, we provided public performance venues.  While performing 

at school is always rewarding, it is my belief that our performance at 

Thunderbird Coffee House was the turning point in our program.  Not only for 

the girls, but for me as their facilitator as well.  Especially in a program 

centered on self esteem, the simple act of allowing the girls to be heard publicly 

was an important aspect of the program.  Additionally, in an effort to further 

promote positive self esteem and body acceptance on a larger scale, it was 

essential for the girls to leave their campus and for them to understand that 

what they have to say is important to others in the world.  

While this is not an exhaustive list of suggestions and activities, we found the above strategies to 

be helpful in creating a final performance event featuring authentic, well written original writing 

from the girls.  They all performed their own work, they shared their secrets and they “opened 

their hearts.”  Not only were they creating content that promoted positive self esteem, but they 

were becoming confident young women in the process.  

Programs such as “T.A.P. into Your Self Esteem” are critical in helping young people 

find their voices; they also have the potential to impact far more individuals than just the student 

participants.  In the coffee shop, the barista behind the espresso machine was so moved by the 

girls’ work that she began to cry and ended up giving every girl a free drink after the 

performance. The video of the girls performing their first original song was shared with the 

faculty and the staff of The Ann Richards School.  Apparently Principal Jeanne Goka began 

getting emotional while watching the video and declared how much she would like every Ann 

Richards student to learn the song.  Audience members at the final performance cheered and 

applauded at its conclusion, some stating aloud that they were honored to witness the girls’ 

openness and bravery.  It is hard not to be moved by young people publicly speaking their truths. 
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Because of my involvement in the “T.A.P. into Your Self Esteem” program, the valuable time 

spent with my collaborators Amy Downing, Christena Rutz and the students at The Ann 

Richards School for Young Women Leaders, I am also now able to speak my truth.  

This document is my truth; it is the “optimistic story” of a woman who allowed the power 

of applied theatre to affect her personal growth and transformation as an artist, an educator, and 

ultimately, as a woman. I am a teaching artist who respects young people, who insists that my 

students know they have valid ideas, voices, and that they have the right to share their 

experiences with others. As I witness my students becoming artists and encourage them to reach 

for their fullest potential, I, in fact, reach my own.  This is my artistry and my identity; I am an 

artist, an activist, a teaching artist, a woman.   
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APPENDIX 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

T.A.P. into Your Self Esteem 
 

Transcript 
 
 
 

 Included is the transcript of the “T.A.P. into Your Self Esteem” performance event that 

occurred on December 6, 2010 at The Ann Richards School for Young Women Leaders.  While 

the writers’ names have been removed, every line of text was written by a student participating 

in our afterschool program sponsored by Theatre Action Project.  While this overall thesis 

document explores my personal journey through an applied theatre process, it is important to 

celebrate the work that inspired such transformation in my personal identity and intentionality as 

an artist and an educator. 
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T.A.P. into Your Self Esteem 
 

Transcript 
 

 
Partial Performance on  

November 9, 2010 
Thunderbird Coffee House 

Austin, Texas 
 
 
 

Full Performance on  
December 6, 2010 

The Ann Richards School for Young Women Leaders 
Austin, Texas 

 
 
 
 

All names have been changed for publication 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   

56 

T.A.P. into Your Self Esteem 
 

 
This is a story about a girl. 
Her name is Rachel  
 
She is a student  
An artist  
A dancer  
A friend   
A writer   
A singer  
Rachel is a Girl Who Wants To Be: 
Popular  
Beautiful  
Brave  
Perfect  
Rachel is a girl who struggles  
To fit in 
To be popular 
To be a leader 
To be smart 
To be what everyone wants her to be 
Rachel is a girl who is trying to deal with 
Body image 
Family 
Jealously 
Friends  
Weakness 
Anxiety  
School 
Rachel doesn’t know she is 
Special  
Smart 
Extraordinary 
This is a story about a girl trying to find her Voice.   
Her name is:  
Alicia 
Brenda 
Tina 
Rosa 
Mary 
Sarah 
Kennedy 
Lorraine 
Rachel is Me 
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Don’t Let the Pictures Fool You 
 
Poor little girl    
Don’t know what’s coming   
She doesn’t know that her happiness could end      
 
Poor little girl   
Doesn’t know that she’ll be changing   
Her hair, her weight    
Her everything    
  

How will she handle it?    
She’s gonna loose herself    
How will she ever be happy  
If she strives to be someone else?   

 
Everyday that you’ll ever see,   
Those perfect girls in the magazines    
They’re not who they seem to be.  
Don’t let the pictures fool you  
 
You’re smile can part the sea  
You’re voice is joyful and sweet   
Your body is beauty, it’s everything  
Don’t let the pictures fool you    
 

But how does a heart still beat   
How does it still live on?  
When you feel you might die inside  
When living hurts and you don’t feel strong   
With more time on this earth  
With these feelings that hurt   
Poor little girl   
How does a heart still beat?   

 
Everyday that you’ll ever see,   
Those perfect girls in the magazines   
They’re not who they seem to be.  
Don’t let the pictures fool you   
 
You’re smile can part the sea   
You’re voice is joyful and sweet    
Your body is beauty, it’s everything   
Don’t let the pictures fool you     
Don’t let the pictures fool you - Little Girl    
How does a heart still beat? 
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Trapped 
 
Trapped 
I can't breathe 
My life is at the edge 
It's like I wasn't meant to be. 
Friends, Family 
They all grab and toss me 
They don't love me, 
The use me 
I can't think 
I'm not happy 
I holler and scream, 
But know one wants to help me. 
I don't know what to do. 
I don't know what I want. 
I can't cooperate. 
My mind is spinning, 
My life is at risk. 
I threaten myself for the sake of others, 
I threaten myself for the sake of me. 
No one loves me, 
So why live? 
 
School 
 
X = -me I  
Divided by my life 
Over  2 very sad semesters 
Twice multiplied 
By my scratching of my head 
All divided by 
My O amounts of time 
3 hours spent 
On homework 
Perfecting and changing 
To infinity 
 
Me 
 
No one understands me 
I'm alone in my world 
A world no one cares about 
And avoids 
It seems like no one 
Remembers me 
I'm an outcast 
A loser and geek 
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Or a stubborn brat 
Who has tiny feet 
I don't like to be a third wheel 
It's not me 
And I feel 
So sad 
And bad 
 
Fish 
 
I wish I wish I was a fish 
To swim away from the problems and pain 
To live a life without no shame 
To live and hide from the tears 
That ripped my soul for all to hear. 
But I don’t care what people think about my fish about my wish. 
Cause if they had a wish 
I bet they would wish they were a fish 
And when they’d swim away from their life of pain 
They won’t pick on my wish 
Because I wish I were a fish 
 
Let me Help Myself 
  
Nothing you say will make a difference  
You’re just another voice trying to take control 
I’m not your puppet 
You can’t just pick me up every now and then 
Leaving me hanging when you have better things to do 
 
How do you think that feels? 
When I have other things to do 
But I choose to help you 
Now let me help myself 
 
I’m stressed and panicked 
I can’t handle home and school 
There’s a whole other half to my story 
What’s next on my list of to-dos? 
Who else do I have to comfort and make right 
What’s next? 
  
I try to be there for you 
I try to spend time with you 
But I just can’t 
Please forgive me 
I hope you understand 
I can’t handle things these days 
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How do you think I feel? 
When I have other things to do 
But I choose to help you 
Now I need to help myself 
 
NONE OF US ARE PERFECT 
 
IT’S OKAY NOT TO HAVE PERFECT GRADES 
 
YOUR BEST IS ALL THAT MATTERS 
 
YOU’RE AMAZING JUST THE WAY YOU ARE 
 
It’s all about me! 
 
My smile lights up your world  
My laughter is music to your ears  
My dancing can bring you to your knees  
Ha, I know you want me 
You wanna be me 
You can’t resist 
Life is way too short for people to be hating on me  
Everyone can see it, 
I’m the image of awesomeness, 
Just don’t hate because I’m so hot. 
Don’t try to be in the game, 
You’ll just end up my cheerleader. 
I don’t care if you don’t approve of my actions, 
Just sit down and watch. 
Don’t say much, 
You’ll just mess up my image. 
Oh, I’m too much cause I can shine all day every day. 
Jealous? 
Yeah I would be too. 
Just being honest 
Image of perfection? 
Yeah, I’m here. 
 
Just to Get In 
 
Nothing you say should hurt me, but somehow it scars 
Why do I care for opinions when they're always lies? 
This is what it takes, this is how it is. 
Listen to what she says, just to get in. 
Do as she says 
Don’t make her mad 
Follow her rules 
No matter how bad 
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Her word is law 
Don’t try to defy her 
Because this is what is takes, this is how it is 
Listen to what she says, just to get in 
You have to kiss up 
Give her compliments and presents 
Make her happy 100% 
This is what it takes, this is how it is 
Listen to what she says, just to get it 
 
Staying in is an even harder task 
 
A New Meaning to the Word 
 
Love   
A feeling I don't understand yet 
Friendship     
A meaning I don't get after all my years of never having 
Real friends 
Hope     
A misguided word to keep trying until you breakdown 
Sadness     
My own friend for life 
Backstab     
Is a term I bet she used for me 
Alone     
A thing I got and will never want to feel again 
Love     
A feeling I thought I had for another 
Mistreat     
Is what others say she did to me? 
Just friends     
A feeling I can't get over 
Not friends     
A feeling I will have to live with 
Hate     
A word she will not use on me but feels 
A new start     
Is what everyone wants 
Truth     
Is what we should have talked about 
What happened?     
A quote I repeat over and over never being answered 
The future   
A roll of the dice for us, for everyone 
Now... 
 
We wait 
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Changing  
  
I need to lose weight 
So I can look great 
Why can't I be thinner? 
Then I would truly be a winner 
I can't eat, I'll have to diet 
No, my mom will throw a riot 
  
That means no sugar and cake 
So I'll look like a fake Barbie, 
After a few weeks 
I'll have thinner cheeks 
And fit in with the crowd 
While my tummy growls loud 
And then I'll be popular 
  
I really think I can 
Stick with this plan 
I'll look so great 
I just need to lose weight 
And change all my clothes 
That my grandmother chose 
I should get started 
 
DO YOU KNOW WHAT THE DEFENITION OF HEALTH IS? 
 
Healthy in every word is good. 
Good inside and out 
Beautiful inside and out 
Having a glow from within 
Making everything better for yourself 
Healthy in every form 
Feeling good and looking good 
Being the best you can be 
Being competitive 
Being balanced 
Being yourself 
Being healthy 360 
 
And sometimes – I just need my chocolate.  
And it’s okay to splurge on Chocolate 
 
THESE ARE THE COSTS OF BEING POPULAR: 
 
You’ll have to hang out with people that don’t have anything in common with you.   
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Everyone in the school wants to be you and hate you at the same time. 
 
Have too much on your plate trying to please everybody. 
 
Friends may talk about you behind your back. 
 
“Does any of that make sense to you?  
Eventually you are going to break down, loose it. And then who will you have? When you’ve 
lost it all who will you depend on?  
 
I guess popularity isn’t as good as everyone makes it out to be.  It’s a big bowl of anxious 
annoyances. 
 
BUT WHAT ABOUT DATING? 
 
Lonely 
 
Am I only meant for me? 
I was brought to this world alone, 
Shouldn’t I go out alone too? 
 
What is the reason god puts us on the world with others, 
And then in a swipe he takes it all away. 
Is he taunting me? 
 
Maybe it is that I don’t even deserve to be with someone. 
Maybe I just should be alone my whole life, 
So it won’t hurt as much when he takes them away. 
Maybe I was just made to be lonely 
 
GUYS HAVE DIFFERENT PREFERNCES. EVEN IF THE GUY YOU WANT SAYS TO 
LOSE WEIGHT DO YOU WANT TO BE WITH A JERK LIKE THAT? 
 
SOME GUYS LOVE GIRLS WITH MEAT ON THEM. THEY ARE NOT AFRIAD OF 
WHAT OTHERS MIGHT THINK.  ALL YOUR AWESOME CURVES WOULD BE 
GONE.  
 
Sapphix 
 
Is it wrong for me 
To want to curse the sky in rage for my unbearable  
Unreasonable  
Longing for you? 
Is it immoral?  
Is it unclean, impure? 
Is it wrong? 
For me to open my  
Heart and pour out 
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Trillions of tiny  
Piercing shards of   Love  
Multicolored with grief- pain 
Sharp with my hatred of this 
Curse from Aphrodite?  
Is my love wrong?  
My loathing  
For this feeling translates  
Into   Wishful thinking  
A dreadful    
Daydream     
Of you 
Nights  
Stretch farther  
Meanwhile  
Your heart    
Grows     
Colder  
Simply  
Rejecting  
Me…  
 
Love of My Life 
 
I can’t keep you out of my mind. 
You’re sweet, kind, and care for me 
You get jealous when other guys talk to me and even look at me. 
But don’t worry I am not interested in them. 
All I care about and love is you. 
 
When I get sick you’re there, 
Taking care of me 
Calling me to make sure I am okay. 
Making sure I am getting good sleep 
So I can get better soon. 
 
When we go shopping you always say I look cute in everything. 
 
He says he loves my smile. 
I give him a hug and say “I love you! We were meant to be.” 
He smiles and hugs me harder, trying to never let go  
Trying to keep us together 
When I cry he says I look like an angel. 
So innocent 
He hugs me and then he says everything is going to be okay. 
 
Every time you cry and there is nothing I can do to help  
it kills me from the inside. 
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Knowing I can do nothing about it. 
“Why?” I say. 
“Because I love you” 
 
Sometimes 
 
The connection is like a bond.  
Stronger than steel could be fired and held together 
Stronger 
Strong, like ivy growing on a backyard fence in the start of fall 
Growing 
The love between two people 
Deeply 
Deep 
As they look into each others eyes  
As if they’d been doing exactly that for their whole lives. 
Is that why you know them so well? 
You could stare into their eyes for hours sometimes not saying a word. 
Words 
Is it true actions speak louder than words? 
Just how do you show them exactly how you feel? 
Show them they are your world. 
How? 
When you are together, don’t they know that it’s you two against the world? 
Don’t they know when you are together you can’t see anyone else? 
That you two are the only people in the world that matter 
When things get rough remember how the connection is like a fire. 
A bond, 
Stronger, 
Strong like Ivy growing on the back yard fence  
In the start of fall 
Growing 
Always 
Not sometimes. 
 
My Love 
 
Most of my love is spent of nothing 
But air waiting for someone 
Who never comes 
Why don’t you come and claim my love? 
I wait for you in this sad, scary world. 
Waiting for you to show up and love me. 
 
Against the Usual  
 
I watch him as he dances 
His smile and laugh  
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Broadens my horizons  
As he dips down    
And leaps up 
My heart beats faster 
Wishing to be there    
With him 
His hair falls perfectly  
As he comes to a stop 
And he looks at me  
With his bright brown eyes 
They soften as they pierce  
My soul 
And I shyly tap  
My feet to the beat  
Of his dance  
He beckons me with 
Pianist fingers  
Knowing that I  
Usually don’t come  
But today  
His hands, his smile  
His hair seems different  
I will dance with 
Him show my true self  
And see all that I love  
In him and in me 
 
HEY RACHEL, IT’S YOUR LITTLE BROTHER 
 
Him/Omar 
  
From his big bug eyes 
To his abnormally large 
Head, and his scrawny body, 
To his high- pitched voice, 
He helps me 
Be happy 
And he brings me out of my 
Deep dark cave 
That I dwell in, 
It seems 
As if he doesn't 
Do much, 
But 
In my book 
He does everything. 
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HEY RACHEL, IT’S YOUR GRANDMA 
 
Memories 
  
Tall majestic trees    tower over      me, 
Leaving me in      shadows 
All alone and 
Scared, 
Then she comes and rescues    me 
From my     dungeon of    doom 
And I thank her     as she 
Leaves me alone 
Again. 
  
HE RACHEL, IT’S YOUR FAMILY 
 
Well if it isn’t Miss “high school is easy” - you need to chill.  
Take a break from the world 
I know dancing calms you down, right?   
So try being a little goofy and dance around your room along to the music.  
I’ve heard you before, prancing around up and down and all around your room. 
All I know is that you need an outlet for whatever is messing with you. 
It’s not healthy to keep things bottled up like you’re doing.   
Just promise me you will find a healthy outlet. 
 
Poetry 
Poetry helps me sort out my thoughts 
It helps me heal… 
Slightly 
Always you come find me scribbling in a notebook. 
After a heartbreak  
Dashing away from the world steadily 
Into my broken imagination 
Because I always have a voice  
When it comes to writing in my journal. 
Deaf to the world and enduring my pain 
 
Nervous 
 
Nervous, nervous, nervous 
I can’t sit still        
I can’t shut up 
I’m just nervous, what if I mess up? 
 
What if I mess up? 
 
Don’t rush, don’t rush it’ll be ok, 
Oh no, Oh no hot guy that way! 



   

68 

I wait and wait for my turn 
Anxiety reeling from my bones 
 
Oh no. 
Oh no she said my name. 
Oh I guess this was the place meant for me 
Anxiety reeling from my bones 
Nervousness gone 
I love it here I might never stop. 
 
I can’t wait for next time 
When I swear the earth will stop  
Because of the totally awesome day  
At the coffee shop 
 
Coffee Shop Tango 
 
I barely made it 
But I was there. 
Waiting for my turn 
To step up to the microphone and bare my soul 
To faceless strangers 
As I stood from my spot on the floor, 
My belt rang with the beat of my semi-confident step. 
My heels clicked on the hardwood floor. 
And I feel the stares and smiles on my back. 
I turn on my heel and step up to the mic 
Nervous I lift my head and glance around in the crowd  
And I feel as if it’s where I belong. 
I open my mouth and let my voice 
Ooze smoothly over. 
My audience all goes quite, 
I stutter once… twice 
But I keep going 
My voice trailing over and through people’s hearts 
Have I been moon-lighting at a poetry slam? 
No, but I know where my place is in the world. 
Right here, opening my heart to perfect strangers  
Treating them like my personal diary. 
 
Extraordinary Place 
When I first went to this place, 
My friends bribed me. 
They told me that my amazing 
School hero was going to be there 
The first day, I will never forget. 
I met two new awesome people. 
I knew I wanted to stay. 
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I returned the next week. 
I love this place. 
This is a place where I can be myself 
A place where I have a voice 
 
The World to Me 
 
You are one person in the world, 
But you are the world to me. 
 
You are one person. 
Afraid 
It’s okay to be afraid. 
I’m always afraid. 
My heart cries out to you. 
I wait for your return. 
 
I wish you were here. 
You wish to restart. 
To try and change  
A re-do to make something better. 
A second chance to make this love something real 
 
You are one person.  
Stressed 
You think you are nothing to anyone. 
But you are my everything 
You are amazing. 
 
I wish you could see the beauty I see. 
Beautiful and unique 
Don’t think less of yourself. 
You are the best you can be. 
 
You are one person, 
A life-line 
The life of someone’s heart     
 
I wish you were happy. 
Being happy equals success 
You must love yourself in order to love someone else. 
 
You are one person.      
You are waiting for someone.  
Little do you know you are already with them  
You mean the world to them. 
If something happened to you they would go insane. 
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You are one person in the world, 
But you are the world to me. 
 
You Aren’t Alone  
 
I know you probably think that you are alone, that there isn’t going to be anyone if you just let 
go of what demons you have. But you’re wrong fate plays a big part in it but if you stay true to 
yourself you will find others with your REAL interests. You aren’t alone, you will find friends 
and you will defiantly find yourself.  
 
From the Start  
 
From the start 
You gotta make sue they know 
Just how beautiful the are 
From the start 
They gotta know nothing can hurt them 
They’re setting the bar 
From the start 
Let them know.... 
How beautiful 
How wonderful 
Your girls really are 
How incredible 
With just a smile 
From the start 
Let them know that nothing can touch them 
Just to keep your little girl 
Make sure they know who they are 
From the start 
 
You’re a Superstar! 
 
I know how you feel 
You are not alone 
You’re afraid of the dark 
Your confidence is gone 
 
You have demons 
And feelings you can’t share 
You keep them bottled up 
Pretending you don’t care 
 
But I will comfort you  
Tell you it’s okay 
I’ll show you how to be loud 
I’ll show you how to be brave 
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You’ve gotta speak out 
Tell others how you feel 
You gotta draw, dance, write or sing 
You gotta be real 

 
You’ll never be perfect 
Just the girl you’re meant to be 
You’re a super star 
A super star to me 
  
Some times you’re afraid to fail 
Sometimes you’re afraid to lose 
You think you’re not good enough 
But girl it just ain’t true  
 
Sometimes you feel like you’ve been judged 
Sometimes you just feel down 
But girl you have the power inside 
To turn your life around 
 
I will listen 
I will be your friend 
I’ll be by your side 
Till the end… 
 
You’ve gotta speak out 
Tell others how you feel 
You gotta draw, dance, write or sing 
You gotta be real 

 
You’ll never be perfect 
Just the girl you’re meant to be 
You’re a super star 
A superstar to me 
A super star to me 
 
Be the superstar I know you are   (Repeat) 
 
 
THE END 
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