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Abstract 

 

Feminist Performance Pedagogy:  
Theatre for Youth and Social Justice 

 

Emily Rachael Freeman, MFA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor: Megan Alrutz 

 

This thesis describes the use of feminist performance pedagogy in working 

toward a Theatre for Young Audiences (TYA) practice that engages youth in social 

justice. Drawing on feminist and pedagogical theories, this document explores the 

processes of writing, rehearsing, and touring a new social justice play for youth called 

And Then Came Tango. The qualitative study outlined in this MFA thesis uses feminist 

research methodologies to analyze the engagement of the playwright, the artistic team 

working on the production of And Then Came Tango, and the second and third grade 

audiences that participated in the touring production and post-show workshops. The 

author weaves personal story throughout the document in order to create new meaning 

around the research experiences as well as to illustrate the personal dimensions of 

engaging in the struggle around LGBTQ injustice. The discussion invites future artists, 

educators, and activists to imagine how theory, aesthetics, artists, and communities 

collaborate in order to work toward socially just and interactive TYA.  
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Chapter One 

It is early morning on November 15th, 2012. Second and third grade students sit 

on the floor of a large room in a community center adjacent to their charter elementary 

school. Students and faculty from UT Austin and the Youth Theatre Tour course have 

gathered to share the true tale of two male penguins living at the Central Park Zoo. The 

play, AND THEN CAME TANGO, tells the story of Roy and Silo, two male penguins who 

formed a pair bond, built a nest, incubated a rock, and successfully raised an orphaned 

egg. Lily, a young visitor to the zoo forms an attachment to the penguins and supports 

Roy and Silo’s desire to have a baby chick of their own. In my favorite part of the play, 

the audience helps Lily stand up for her beliefs. Activists collect outside the penguin 

exhibit in opposition to and support of the same-sex bond. Facilitators then engage the 

young audience members in a discussion about the activists and their signs. They ask 

students to describe the symbols on the activists’ signs as well as what the signs and 

symbols mean in relation to the penguins. Next, Lily enters with her own sign. She sits in 

the middle of the young people on the floor, ready to share what she believes — but she 

struggles with what to say. She asks the young people to help her. Sitting on the floor 

with the audience, I hear youth voices offer suggestions such as: “Stay together,” “Gay 

is okay,” “Everybody should have their rights,” “Everybody should have a family,” and 

“Everybody should be able to love!” As Lily takes a moment to decide which response 

she will write on her sign, the young people begin to sit up on their knees and crane their 

necks in an effort to see what she will choose. Although the moment right before was 

chaotic and loud, this moment is still, tense, and silent. Quivering, engaged, and focused 

bodies wait eagerly to see what Lily will decide… 
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Theatre with and for young people — including Theatre in Education (TIE), some 

Museum Theatre, Theatre for Young Audiences (TYA), and Drama in Education (DIE) 

— draws upon the art of participation and interactivity. These diverse forms of drama and 

theatre utilize interactive techniques to support varied goals and desired outcomes, 

including but not limited to: student learning, active engagement, assessment, dialogue, 

entertainment, and kinesthetic or experiential learning. As an artist, scholar, and 

pedagogue, I am constantly re-examining ways of engaging young audiences as well as 

what “engagement” means for both artists and audiences. As an activist, I am specifically 

concerned with what participatory and interactive drama and theatre might look like 

through a feminist lens. In addition to student learning, how do drama and theatre engage 

youth agency, critical thinking skills, and social justice issues?  

With this study, I question how TYA might be informed by feminist pedagogy in 

an effort to work toward a practice that engages youth in social justice. I explore not only 

the question of how feminist pedagogy might situate within drama and theatre designed 

with and for young people, but also how feminist theory and practice might be activated 

by drama and theatre to develop feminist performance pedagogy. More and more 

scholarship and practice replicates and recreates “performance as an organizing principal 

for pedagogy” (Kilgard 219), from teachers incorporating drama and theatre strategies in 

K-12 curricula to professional directors and playwrights facilitating embodied kinesthetic 

explorations in new play development. These practices emphasize that drama and theatre 

operate as embodied tools for learning and exploration. While drama and theatre 

techniques offer unique and exciting possibilities within feminist teaching, feminist 

pedagogy similarly offers new interactive and transformative potential for performance 

(in this case, theatre) with and for youth. This study examines the intersections of artistry, 

pedagogy, and feminist theories. 
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Feminist pedagogy is defined by the desire for social justice and the support of 

individual subjectivity. Rhonda Blair, an associate professor of Theatre at Hampshire 

College, describes the essential need for education that lives up to a “project of 

liberation” (13).  She describes the goals of feminist pedagogy for students as the 

[I]nternalization of a feminist sensibility, displacing the destructive values of the 
culture at large which all of us have internalized to one degree or another, 
preparing her [the participant] to be an ongoing liberator of herself and of other 
theatre artists and audiences… The point is that she is now in relationship to the 
world and the things in it, rather than being in subjugation to them. The point is 
that she can now engage and talk back with authority in a fearless, respectful 
dialogue. (22) 

Here, Blair illustrates how feminist pedagogy in the rehearsal room promotes student 

discovery of their own bodies and identities as subjects (as opposed to objects). Through 

feminist teaching and practice, students also discover that they are agents rather than 

passive receivers of information. Scholarship and research around the capacity for 

feminist teaching, drama, and theatre to serve as organizing structures for education have 

informed my own research initiative, which focuses on what feminist pedagogy might 

look like in TYA.  

How do we work toward a practice in TYA that engages social justice? To 

explore this question, I examine the most recent production of my new TYA play, And 

Then Came Tango. I examine whether or not the touring production and community 

engagement around the play engaged participants in tenets of feminist pedagogy. This 

project also aims to examine the following question: What is feminist performance 

pedagogy with and for young people? It is my hope that this scholarly project adds to the 

growing body of literature around performance, pedagogy, and feminist practice, and 

offers TYA artists, scholars, and pedagogues a new framework from which to create and 

theorize around theatre and education. 
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BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE 

 This study draws from discourse and writing of feminist pedagogy in K-12 

schools, community settings, and university contexts. Carolyn Shrewsbury defines 

feminist pedagogy in her essay, “What is Feminist Pedagogy?” She writes,  

Feminist pedagogy is engaged teaching/learning - engaged with self in a 
continuing reflective process; engaged actively with the material being studied; 
engaged with others in a struggle to get beyond our sexism and racism and 
classism and homophobia and other destructive hatreds and to work together to 
enhance our knowledge. (8)  

In other words, feminist teaching engages participants in reflection about issues of social 

justice.  

Theatre offers similar possibilities for reflection. In the words of Margaret 

Wilkerson, a feminist Professor Emerita at the University of California at Berkeley, 

“Theatre provides an opportunity for a community to come together and reflect on 

itself… It is not only the mirror through which society can reflect upon itself – it also 

helps shape the perceptions of that culture through the power of its imagining” (239). In 

addition to activating reflectivity around social justice content, I explore the use of 

reflexivity, or what Matthew Adams refers to as “the human capability of turning the 

attention of consciousness back upon itself—being aware of the fact that we are aware, 

thinking about thinking” (Adams 626), in and around social justice content in feminist 

pedagogy. The idea of “being aware of the fact that we are aware” is an important aspect 

of both reflexivity and feminist pedagogy. According to Shrewsbury, feminist teaching 

also invites active engagement in and around social justice issues. Similarly, bell hooks, 

another feminist and pedagogue, emphasizes the importance of active engagement in 

social justice pedagogy. She writes that it is “crucial for me and every other student to be 

an active participant, not a passive consumer” (14). Finally, feminist teaching invites 
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students to transcend hierarchical and oppressive systemic structures of the classroom to 

become agents for change by engaging in the struggle for social justice with their peers, 

teachers, and themselves.  

My research both relies on and grows out of Shrewsbury’s definition of feminist 

pedagogy as well as the work of other feminist scholars and pedagogues, including Ann 

Elizabeth Armstrong, Kathleen Juhl, bell hooks, Gloria Anzaldúa, AnaLouise Keating, 

Gloria González-López, Jill Dolan, and many others cited throughout this text. 

Shrewsbury’s tenets of feminist teaching — reflectivity, active engagement, and the 

process of engaging in the struggle around issues of social justice — inform my project, 

questioning, and data analysis. Given that this framework grows out of scholarship 

around feminist teaching, I examine what happens when we engage in feminist pedagogy 

through drama and theatre practice and performance and specifically with and for youth. 

This theoretical framework grounds a research and artistic project that itself embodied a 

deep struggle for social change. The research project around the touring production of 

And Then Came Tango engaged the artistic team, university colleagues, student 

audiences, parents, teachers, district administrators, the Austin community, and myself in 

a struggle that inspired questions around institutional politics, social and personal 

justices, systemic and structural heteronormativity, and alliance building around LGBTQ 

injustices. 

It is essential for educators and administrators to examine homophobic and sexist 

narratives that exist within school walls, as well as innate heteronormativity that 

reinforces sexual orientation victimization of young people and adults. According to 

Anthony D’Augelli, “By the end of elementary school, children in American society have 

learned that heterosexuality is natural and that homoeroticism is shameful” (103). 

Gregory M. Herek, Jeanine C. Cogan, and J. Roy Gillis (who study sexual orientation and 
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hate crimes) describe that once young people enter middle and high school spaces, they 

are subject to harassment and extreme physical and sexual violence if they deviate from 

gender norms (326). This normative construct is what inspired me to write And Then 

Came Tango, a play for young audiences that addresses LGBTQ families, love, and 

acceptance. As a feminist artist and LGBTQ ally and activist, I wanted to contribute to 

the growing promotion of bullying curricula and interventions in schools. I therefore 

looked to research and practices that examine drama and theatre about LGBTQ bodies 

and love as a way to intervene in the lack of representation in school spaces. According 

to Jennifer Chapman, Heather Sykes, and Anne Swedberg,  

Relatively little has been written in theatre/drama education about the role of 
sexual identity in the classroom even though, ironically the theatre classroom is 
often a “home” to students who don't fit into the “mainstream” culture of the 
school. Over the past decade, the fields of Theatre With/For Youth have begun to 
critically analyze the potential of theatre experiences to either reify or to challenge 
the boundaries of “normal” that young people encounter. (28)   

I agree that there is not a significant collection of TYA that address these subjects. 

TYA that does represent LGBTQ youth usually presents characters who are extremely 

challenged by their identities or faced with violence and danger because of their 

sexuality. In her article, “Young, Troubled, and Queer: Gay and Lesbian Representation 

in Theatre for Young Audiences,” Annie Giannini writes: 

When homosexuality is represented in TYA, it is often treated as a calamity, 
discreetly packaged in plays intended to teach lessons about tolerance. In the last 
decade, a small body of drama for young people has emerged that includes gay 
and lesbian characters characterized by a discourse of “troubled gay youth,” 
which limits representation to those who are victimized because of their sexuality. 
This negative discourse perpetuates the notion that “being gay” puts youth at risk 
for a plethora of problems by suggesting that lesbian, gay, or queer youth will 
likely become either victims of self-hatred or victims of social hatred. (48) 
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My play does present institutional violence and pushback, but it also represents 

youth activism and an LGBTQ family that perseveres when faced with violence and 

discrimination. Although the characters in the play are confronted with negative reactions 

to the same-sex penguin pair and their efforts to raise an orphaned egg, in the end the pair 

successfully raises their fledgling and the audience sees that Tango, the young chick, is 

just as happy and healthy as the other young penguins in the aquarium. Additionally, a 

young person — not an adult or an authority figure — is the character who shifts the 

views of the adult characters in the play, thanks to her relentlessness and love for the 

penguins.   

And Then Came Tango was featured in the Department of Theatre and Dance’s 

2012-2013 Season at The University of Texas at Austin (UT). I developed the play with 

the intention of touring to Austin public schools as part of the Youth Theatre Tour class 

at UT during the fall 2012 semester (the Youth Theatre Tour class has toured to Austin 

Public schools since its inception). When the Department announced its support and 

intent to place the play in schools, I felt excited but anxious about the community’s 

reception. Austin is often considered a liberal haven in a conservative state, yet I still 

worried that a play about a non-heteronormative family might raise some concerns from 

teachers and parents. But, after pitching the play and attending meetings with district 

administrators and principals, the Department of Theatre and Dance scheduled ten public 

elementary school performances around Central Austin. Artistic team members in the 

Youth Theatre Tour class created curriculum-aligned study guides, teacher packets, and 

an interactive website to accompany the production. The Teaching Assistant for the class 

provided the materials to administrators, principals, and teachers along with the following 

description of the play: 
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And Then Came Tango tells a story of love, family, perseverance, and standing up 
for your beliefs. The play is inspired by the true story of Roy and Silo, two male 
penguins living at the Central Park Zoo who formed a pair bond, built a nest, and 
were so determined to be parents that they incubated a rock. When given an 
orphaned egg, the pair successfully raised a baby fledgling. The play takes 
audiences on a journey to the penguin exhibit where Lily, a young visitor to the 
zoo, learns to understand the consequences of doing what she believes is right 
when faced with a public outcry about Roy and Silo’s pair bond. This original 
work for young audiences weaves dance, storytelling, and live music with 
audience interaction through a story that celebrates families of all shapes and 
sizes. (Freeman 3) 

After all of the preparation and community engagement between the university and 

school district, as well as the personal relationships I made in an effort to research 

audience reception and participation, the artistic team and I encountered a devastating 

surprise. After our first performance, which was held for a group of second and third 

grade students at an Austin public school, the principal of the school raised concerns 

about the play’s age-appropriateness. As a result, the tour was canceled to public schools 

and rescheduled to other schools in the area and in neighboring districts. Table 1, shown 

below, illustrates the timeline of events as well as my continual efforts to be transparent 

about the play’s content and to work with the district both prior to scheduling the tour and 

after the play was deemed inappropriate.  
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Table 1: And Then Came Tango in the Austin Public School District 

December 2011 Department of Theatre and Dance at UT Austin selects And 
Then Came Tango as 2012 Theatre for Young Audiences tour  
 

April/May 2012 Emily meets with Austin public school district administrators 
and principals about booking the tour 
 

September 2012 The touring production of And Then Came Tango is scheduled 
to perform at 10 Austin public elementary schools  
 

October 16th, 2012 The touring production of And Then Came Tango is performed 
at the first Austin public elementary school  
 

October 17th, 2012 Austin public school district expresses concerns about the 
play’s “age appropriateness” and the tour is put on hold 
 

October 18th – 25th, 
2012 

Emily and other artistic team members engage in a dialogue 
with Austin public school district administrators about the tour 
 

October 26th 2012 The touring production of And Then Came Tango is officially 
canceled in the Austin public elementary schools  
 

In this document, I examine both the experiences of the young audience 

participants and the artistic team of And Then Came Tango as well as my own personal 

journey and process as a playwright and activist/artist. “Risking the personal” is a term 

developed by AnaLouise Keating and Gloria González-López inspired by Gloria 

Anzaldúa’s “innovative use of autobiographical experience as a tool for community 

building, knowledge production, and social change” (2). As an artist and researcher I feel 

it is important to state and remain conscious of my own identity and perspectives in 

relation to the content of this play and nature of this study. Examining my own 

experience is essential to remaining reflexive. I share my personal stories, moments of 

struggle, failure, and fear in the hopes of creating new knowledge for working toward a 

TYA practice that engages youth in social justice. 
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METHODOLOGY  

The tour’s cancelation required me to shift my research methodology during the 

course of this study. Originally, I planned to conduct research at five out of the ten public 

elementary schools scheduled to see the touring production of And Then Came Tango. 

After the cancelation, the tour was rescheduled with schools outside of the Austin public 

school district. I resumed research with one site, an Austin charter elementary school. I 

studied 61 of the 124 second and third grade students who participated in the 

performance. In addition to seeing the play, students and teachers engaged in post-show 

drama workshops. My colleague and I facilitated the workshops for the individual 

classes, which were mixed-grade classrooms, meaning the second and third grade 

students combine into one learning community. Each workshop lasted 45 minutes. 

Throughout my qualitative research study, I was a participant observer and practiced 

feminist research methods. As both the playwright and graduate student conducting 

research, I balanced my role as a feminist artist and feminist teacher/researcher 

throughout the process. I found myself in a constant state of becoming and “engaged with 

self in a continuing reflective process” (Shrewsbury 8) in relationship to LGBTQ justice 

and TYA. In other words, I never stopped learning about myself in relation to my own 

research, teaching, and art making. It is this feminist state of mind that made personal 

reflection and story an essential aspect of this document. 

As a participant observer during the playwriting process, the rehearsal process, 

and the performances and workshops, I focused on three participant groups. While I 

initially intended to focus only on the young student participants, I realized that the 

experience of engaging in the struggle as a community and artistic team was equally as 

important. I gathered data to explore the ways in which participants enacted reflective 

processes and active engagement, as well as whether or not they engaged in the struggle 
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for social justice in relationship to activism and/or LGBTQ families. The three participant 

groups included: myself, the artistic team of And Then Came Tango (which included the 

undergraduate student actors, dancers, facilitators, lighting designer, and stage managers 

as well as the faculty director, graduate student assistant director, faculty choreographer, 

graduate student teaching assistant for the Youth Theatre course, and graduate student 

and community musicians). I also studied the second and third grade students at the 

research site, with permission from the Austin charter elementary school, parents, and the 

students.  

My field notes, which include observations from rehearsals, the performance, and 

the post-show workshop, served as primary data for this research. I also analyzed the 

transcripts of the artistic team’s post-production surveys (which were distributed at the 

end of the semester), as well as transcripts of the post-show workshop facilitator’s journal 

and post-production survey responses. In each of these different data sources, I observed 

and listened for ways that the participants enacted reflective processes: how they talked 

about the process, play, or experience in relationship to their own social and cultural 

backgrounds and identities, as well as how they questioned or reflected during learning 

moments. In each of these data sources, I also observed and listened to participants’ 

embodied nonverbal, verbal, and written or illustrated responses that might link to my 

evolving definition of active engagement in social justice. Finally, I observed and listened 

for ways in which the process of being engaged in the struggle for social justice 

manifested in participant responses and experiences.  

OUTLINE OF CHAPTERS 

In this document, I explore possibilities and challenges in feminist pedagogy in 

relation to TYA in order to think through the idea of a feminist performance pedagogy 
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with and for young people. In this chapter, I outlined my methodology and provided 

information about feminist theory in relation to performance, therefore establishing 

feminist pedagogy as my guiding theoretical lens and frame for analysis. In Chapter Two, 

I explore how the process of touring And Then Came Tango engaged participants in 

reflection in and around LGBTQ injustice. Additionally, I examine the differences 

between reflectivity and reflexivity and what that teaches us about feminist pedagogy as a 

way to work toward engaging youth in social justice through TYA. In Chapter Three, I 

examine how active engagement in social justice content manifested amongst the artistic 

team and within my work as a playwright, pedagogue, and activist. I also examine the 

varied educational literature around active engagement. In Chapter Four, I explore some 

of the ways that each group of participants engaged in the struggle for social justice and 

change, considering how TYA might work toward social justice through struggle. In 

Chapter Five, I examine my conclusions in order to create my own definition of feminist 

performance pedagogy with and for young people. I continue to offer the specific context 

and considerations of this project and research while stating its limitations. I also offer 

insights and discoveries for the field of drama and theatre with and for youth, as well as 

for TYA artists, scholars, and researchers. Throughout this document, I explore the use of 

narrative and personal story within my reflections and connections to theory. In doing so, 

I hope to help define and examine the question, what is feminist performance pedagogy? 
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Chapter Two 

It is early in the morning on September 18, 2012. The artistic team members 

participating in AND THEN CAME TANGO and the Youth Theatre Tour class are 

assembled in the rehearsal room. The class includes undergraduate actors, dancers, 

facilitators, stage managers, and the lighting designer. Also present are the musicians, 

faculty director, choreographer, graduate assistant director and the graduate teaching 

assistant for the course. We begin to discuss AND THEN CAME TANGO and the 

upcoming tour to schools. I feel honored and proud that such an intelligent and 

thoughtful group of university colleagues are spending time examining the greater 

theoretical impact and implications of my play. The conversation feels extremely 

validating until an actor asks abruptly: “Why don’t the penguins, the only queer 

characters in the play, speak up for themselves? Why does Lily, the main character, not 

experience a change in her beliefs throughout the play; doesn’t that demonstrate a lack 

of agency?” The actor shares that he is concerned that AND THEN CAME TANGO 

represents yet another example of a straight woman standing up on behalf of a 

marginalized population. Heat rushes over my face and body. Tears form behind my eyes. 

The room moves on to rehearsal, but I feel stuck in my shame. Is this student talking 

about the characters in the play, or is he talking about me? Am I the straight woman he 

refers to? What am I doing? Does everyone in this room see me as a fraud? Am I a 

fraud? Should I even be telling this story?  

As an artist and a straight, white woman, I constantly question my right to tell 

stories. This is especially true of narratives about social justice issues, which exist outside 

of my own subject position. Given my privileged identities, what is my role as a feminist 

playwright, activist, pedagogue, and researcher? Should I focus only on those issues and 
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challenges that I directly face myself? If I engage in artistic projects that explore the 

injustices I experience as a woman in this world, I might avoid scrutiny. But, if I give into 

fear and criticism (including my own), and choose to not write or research art that 

explores oppression across different identity markers and lived experiences, I 

compromise my identity as a feminist ally. As an artist, pedagogue, and scholar, I want to 

utilize my skills to imagine a just world with and for young people — but I want to do so 

responsibly. Linda Alcoff examines this issue in her article, “The Problem of Speaking 

for Others.” She writes,  

In order to evaluate attempts to speak for others in particular instances, we need to 
analyze the probable or actual effects of the words on the discursive and material 
context. One cannot simply look at the location of the speaker or her credentials 
to speak, nor can one look merely at the propositional content of the speech; one 
must also look at where the speech goes and what it does there. (26) 

In other words, in order to ethically examine my intentions and desires for creating 

theatre, which addresses marginality, I must consider the effect of the play’s message and 

form on others. While I feel my intentions are just, I must actively and continuously 

examine who I am in relation to the content I help to produce, as well as the manner in 

which the content is shared. Alcoff offers that speaking only on behalf of oneself is not 

impartial either. She write, “When I "speak for myself" I am participating in the creation 

and reproduction of discourses through which my own and other selves are constituted” 

(21). In other words attempting to avoid the complicated nature of speaking on behalf or 

for others, and only speaking for ourselves as autonomous individuals is futile. Our world 

is social and our bodies, experiences, oppressions, and privileges are intertwined. Alcoff 

advocates for the development of “strategies for a more equitable, just distribution of the 

ability to speak and be heard” (29). Equitable distribution of voices is essential for my 

work as an ally. I believe it is important to question how I might ensure that my art 
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making and scholarship creates space for many voices as opposed to claiming authority 

over certain stories or research. One way to ensure a more equitable distribution of voice 

and authority might involve a more integrated play and production development process. 

I wonder how de-centering the authority of the playwright or director might affect the 

ways in which representation and stories about others, become opportunities for telling 

stories with others? 

Aimee Carrillo Rowe discusses the act of building alliances across difference in 

her text, Power Lines: On the Subject of Feminist Alliances. She writes that dialogue 

across difference 

prepare[s] us to encounter one another with both a fuller awareness of the 
unevenness of our interrelatedness and the affective investments that compel us to 
alter those conditions. They are one site in which we might become fluent in one 
another’s histories as a function of coming to a fuller awareness of our own. (198) 

In other words, it is not enough to come to the table with social justice as a common 

intention. Rather, feminist allies must acknowledge the ways in which our bodies and 

stories relate and how power differences define these relationships and the margins of our 

respective worlds. Ann Elizabeth Armstrong and Kathleen Juhl speak to the potential for 

feminist teachers and artists to work in coalition across such differences:  

In the current U.S. political climate, feminist teachers and theatre artists are 
uniquely qualified to speak to educational and social crises. Both feminism and 
theatre offer methods for speaking through and across differences, and as an 
artistic medium, theatre requires that we enter into an honest and authentic 
representation of conflict. It also provides collaborative methodologies that help 
us engage multiple voices. (8).  

It is with these thoughts in mind that I continue to examine my role as a feminist artist. 

Although I am passionate about examining social crises, such as LGBTQ injustice, I also 

recognize my own privileges and subject position while I work to create TYA that 

engages youth in social justice.  
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 I wrote And Then Came Tango because I care deeply about the story and believe 

in its potential to illuminate LGBTQ injustices. Although my confidence wavered 

throughout the process of rehearsing and touring the play, I stuck to my decision amidst 

my own fear and self-doubt, because I wanted to address these issues in schools. Feminist 

pedagogy guided my practical research project and frames my writing in this document. 

According to Carolyn Shrewsbury, feminist pedagogy is “engaged teaching/learning - 

engaged with self in a continuing reflective process” (8) around the issues of oppression 

and social justice. With this thesis, I examine the idea of reflective, as well as reflexive 

processes. I explore the question, how is feminist pedagogy enacted within an artistic 

context to engage in ethical performance practices with and for youth? Furthermore, does 

socially just performance practice require reflective and reflexive processes? In order to 

explore these questions, I work to define reflective practice versus reflexive practice. I 

also examine the differences between “weak” and “strong” reflexivity, considerations 

made by Rahel Wasserfall. I work to create a definition of these terms in order to analyze 

my data and experiences during my research and work toward a deeper understanding of 

what it means to engage youth in social justice.  

At first, I deeply criticized myself after hearing the actor share his concerns and 

critical analysis of And Then Came Tango, which is illustrated earlier in my story. Next, I 

became extremely defensive. Now, months later, the story provides me with a specific 

example to examine the relationship between catalytic moments for critical thinking and 

a reflective or reflexive practice. Why did the actor’s critique of And Then Came Tango 

profoundly affect my internal thought processes and eventually my actions as an artist, 

pedagogue, and scholar? In this chapter, I explore how this example and many others 

were catalysts for reflective and reflexive processes — moments in which many of us 
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involved in the play thought critically about our own identities as well as our social and 

cultural backgrounds in relation to the content of the play and research project. 

CONTEXTS AND METHODS 

My research in this chapter examines feminist pedagogical methods within 

performance in order to define what a feminist performance pedagogy looks like in the 

context of rehearsing and touring theatre for young audiences. In this chapter, I focus on 

the ways in which reflective and or reflexive practices are enacted around LGBTQ 

injustice and for myself as the playwright, pedagogue, and researcher. First, I analyze my 

own field notes and experiences to examine how I engage reflective and or reflexive 

processes at different points of the project, analyzing tensions and possibilities for 

enacting feminist pedagogy both as a feminist researcher and as a playwright for young 

audiences. I also examine how members of the artistic team demonstrate reflective 

processes around LGBTQ injustice by analyzing post-project surveys and my participant 

observations. With the artistic team, I analyze both the catalysts for practicing reflective 

thinking, as well as the products of these in-depth thinking processes.  

This chapter asks how the project enacted feminist reflective or maybe even 

reflexive practice? What tensions and possibilities arise when working to observe and 

analyze reflective practices? How do my findings inform my thinking on integrating 

feminist pedagogy and performance into theatre for young audiences? Why does 

reflectivity matter in performance-based social justice practices for youth? I frame my 

analysis of these questions via a discussion of literature on feminist reflective and 

discourses, which continues to shape my understanding of the terms even after my 

fieldwork experiences. I close this chapter with a reflection on my evolving definition of 
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feminist performance pedagogy and its place in working towards a practice in drama and 

theatre for youth that engages youth in social justice.  

REFLECTIVE VERSUS REFLEXIVE  

Marietta Giovannelli defines reflective practice thusly: “The opposite of routine, 

reflective practice can be described as a spontaneous and deliberate reaction to a unique 

set of circumstances. It is thoughtful consideration of an idea or event” (293-94). 

Reflective practice is therefore intentional, whether it occurs in action and results in an 

adaptable practice, or afterwards as a process of looking back critically in order to make 

future adjustments. Most feminist practitioners and researchers acknowledge the 

importance of reflexivity, a particular way of enacting reflection (Doucet and Mauthner 

41); as a result, many researchers place reflective and reflexive discourses in 

conversation with one another. According to Helen Callaway, reflexivity uses reflective 

practice to simultaneously engage self-reflection and critical consciousness. She writes: 

Often condemned as apolitical, reflexivity, on the contrary can be seen as opening 
the way to a more radical consciousness of self in facing the political dimensions 
of fieldwork and constructing knowledge. Other factors intersecting with gender – 
such as nationality, race, ethnicity, class, and age – also affect the anthropologist’s 
field interactions and textual strategies. Reflexivity becomes a continuing mode of 
self-analysis and political awareness. (33) 

In other words, reflexive practice is a mode for reflecting back on oneself, or thinking 

about our thinking (Adams 626), while at the same time engaging an active awareness of 

subject position, power, and context.  

According to Sharlene Nagy Hesse-Biber, “Feminist research practitioners pay 

attention to reflexivity, a process whereby researchers recognize, examine, and 

understand how their social background, location, and assumptions affect their research 

practice” (338). I believe that reflexivity can occur at any point throughout an artistic or 
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research practice, and even before a project begins. I am interested in how this intentional 

approach to the work promotes a more ethical practice. Sharlene Nagy Hesse-Biber 

describes how reflexivity creates an awareness of our subject positions:  

Practicing reflexivity also includes paying attention to the specific ways in which 
one's own agendas impact the research at all points in the research process—from 
selecting the research problem to designing the method and the ways one analyzes 
and interprets the findings. (338) 

This critical awareness of personal biases, as well as one’s social and cultural 

background, is an essential step in working toward ethical practice in research. However, 

even reflexivity and the act of naming those biases, do not ensure ethical practice. Rahel 

Wasserfall asserts that feminists must examine how we use this term, as well. She posits 

that there are two forms of reflexivity: “weak” and “strong.” Wasserfall writes,  

[T]he “weak” reading of reflexivity is a continued self-awareness about the 
ongoing relationship between a researcher and informants, which is certainly 
epistemologically useful: the researcher becomes more aware of constructing 
knowledge and of the influences of her beliefs, backgrounds and feelings in the 
process of researching. (151) 

Strong reflexivity acknowledges power imbalances and more intentionally challenges 

“the authority of the author and/or of the power difference in the field” (151-152). Strong 

reflexivity engages the practitioner or researcher in an active process, creating critical 

awareness of individual subject positions and relationships, power dynamics, and context. 

In this document, I use reflection to describe an intentional and thoughtful process in 

which an individual might deliberate on her or his practice, research, community, and the 

social justice content — in this case, LGBTQ injustice. When I use the term “reflexivity,” 

I am drawing on Wasserfall’s strong reflexivity to examine the process of self-reflection 

in relationship to the systems and structures of oppression, the unevenness of power 

distribution among individuals (Rowe 198), and in turn a desire and active shift in action 
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around this critical awareness. The act of thinking back on oneself as well as systems of 

oppression (in other words, “reflexivity”) might encourage shifts in awareness, attitude, 

and behavior around issues of social justice. Reflexivity is an internal process, which 

promotes the possible manifestation of actions in the future; therefore, I acknowledge the 

challenges of measuring reflexive processes other than my own. This challenge means 

that I focus on the ways in which the artistic team engage reflectively, but choose not to 

claim whether or not their experiences are reflexive. Therefore, in this document, I will 

describe my personal stories and experiences to illustrate reflexivity, and those of the 

artistic team to unpack reflectivity.  

An Example of Reflexivity 

It is early September and preparations for the touring production of AND THEN 

CAME TANGO are underway. I sit in rehearsal and watch the interpretation of my script 

unfold. I see costumes with bow ties to “help the young people identify gender.” I see 

ballet and ballroom dance choreography (outside of authentic penguin movement 

vocabularies) used to illustrate pair bonding. I see the female penguins forming 

stereotypical and gendered relationships with the male penguins through dancing the 

Tango — the male controlling the dance, the partnership, and the pair. What have I 

done? I feel helpless. When I try to say something, I am reminded that I am not the 

choreographer, designer, or director. Do to time and respect for the other artists and 

their individual visions and jobs, I am encouraged to trust my collaborators, rather than 

continue to share thoughts about the production choices. I wonder, is it because I am a 

woman? Is it because I am a student? Is it because this play is for young audiences? 

When I look around the Department of Theatre and Dance, the projects for adult 

audiences have double or triple our budget, strategic marketing plans, and, from the 
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outside, the playwrights’ ideas seem highly valued in relation to production decisions. 

Why is this not happening for me? Why do I feel worried that while the story works to 

disrupt one form of marginalization and oppression, the staging of my play reinforces 

other damaging norms?  

This production was my first as the designated playwright. In fact the first 

iteration of And Then Came Tango relied on a group of actors working collaboratively to 

devise and craft the piece. Entering a process in which roles were clearly delineated was 

unusual for me. During rehearsals, I realized that artistic decisions were made as 

individuals versus a collective. Time constraints and limited resources pushed us to move 

fast. I started to see forms of gender stereotypes appear in the production. The use of 

traditional choreography such as ballet and specifically the tango, a gendered dance, 

which can reinforce images of power and control over women, appeared in the piece. As 

a team we discussed some of the concerns and minor adjustments were made in the short 

time we had before opening.  

Engaging reflexively about power and representation across all of the characters 

and stories in the play, I question my role as an ally and feminist artist. By focusing so 

intently on one form of representation, LGBTQ families, had I failed other areas of 

representation? My intentions were to celebrate LGBTQ families, not normalize 

hegemonic gender norms in heterosexual relationships, in which men hold positions of 

power over women. This reflexive process prompts me to imagine how play development 

and production development might look different in the future. What changes might I 

incorporate in the written text? How might feminist performance pedagogy, invite all 

members of the artistic team and leadership to engage reflexively around issues of 

representation across the board? How did focusing so intently on one area of 

representation, which lives outside of my own subject position, cause me lose sight of the 
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ways that the female characters might be seen or interpreted in my script? I am excited to 

imagine future artistic processes in which I will foreground the importance of feminist 

collaborations prior to and throughout rehearsals. In the future, I would like to revisit 

collaborative devising processes, in which decision making is collective. I also wonder if 

the script could offer educational or theoretical information around representation? How 

could the script prompt future artists to enact reflexivity around embodied representations 

as well their own roles as artistic activists?  

PLAYWRIGHT/RESEARCHER IN A CONSTANT REFLECTIVE AND REFLEXIVE PROCESS 

Throughout the different phases of writing, rehearsing, and touring And Then 

Came Tango, challenges, conflict, questioning, and discomfort prompted me to engage in 

reflexive thinking. In this section, I discuss how the artistic team and the Austin public 

school district inspired reflexivity for me as an artist and activist. At first I dismissed 

these moments of conflict, at times demonstrating my own defensiveness and even an 

attempt to uphold my privileged ignorance. By engaging in a constant state of reflexivity 

through the writing of my field notes, unpacking my observations, and even writing this 

document, I discovered that the challenges I faced during my research prompted me to 

examine the ethics of developing and disseminating theatre for young audiences that 

engages artists, youth, and communities in social justice issues.  

Reflexivity Inspired by the Artistic Team  

 The artistic team assembled on Tuesday and Thursday mornings throughout the 

2012 fall semester to rehearse and eventually tour And Then Came Tango. Due to time 

constraints, blocking and rehearsing the show consumed the majority of our class time 

together. After the first few weeks of the semester, the assistant director (a graduate 

student) started class with a dialogue about touring theatre for youth that explores 
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LGBTQ injustice. This conversation marked the first time that the entire artistic team 

engaged directly with the issues and shared their personal opinions. What I heard took me 

completely by surprise.  

September 18, 2012 
Freeman Field Notes  

This week, I realized that in addition to my own insecurities and constant 
confrontations with my identity and this play, others have questions too… I’ve 
made assumptions about what it means that people have decided to participate in 
this production. I don’t know if I ever asked myself: What if someone in the cast 
or crew has a problem with what we’re doing? The truth of the matter is that some 
of the artistic team members are questioning this work’s position in schools and 
the role it may play in our audience members’ lives and personal development. 
On one end of the spectrum, individuals are questioning their own 
acceptance/tolerance of sexual identities outside of heteronormativity, and on the 
other end of the spectrum, artistic team members who openly identify as queer 
and some as queer activist/scholars are questioning whether this play is doing 
enough. (Field Notes 18 Sept. 2012) 

In the field notes above, I begin acknowledging the artistic team members’ mixed 

feelings about touring And Then Came Tango, as well as my own assumptions in relation 

to each person’s participation in the production; after all, taking on a performance role in 

a university production may be part of your course of study, and not necessarily an 

ideological agreement with the subject matter of the play or the view of the character you 

embody in role. This dialogue between members of the artistic team, which I reference 

earlier in this chapter, occurred at the beginning of the semester. Rehearsals, held during 

class time, started at seven o’clock in the morning. Many of the artistic team members — 

specifically, some of the undergraduate students in the cast — exhibited low energy and a 

lack of investment at this point in the process. I wonder now whether this relates to the 

time of day we assembled for rehearsal or perhaps the fact that some artistic team 

members felt unsure about their participation in the production. The group’s dialogue 
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about touring And Then Came Tango exposed unease about the content and audience as 

well as varied opinions about the role of the production in schools. For example, the team 

debated the definition of tolerance. Some artists wanted to work toward this idea of 

tolerance in schools, while others felt the concept of tolerance erases the actual lack of 

acceptance of LGBTQ bodies. Before this conversation, I assumed that the artistic team 

members agreed to participate in the Youth Theatre Tour class because they shared my 

investment in the story and the potential for LGBTQ activism and awareness as a result 

of the tour. At first, I failed to consider alternative motivations such as course credit, the 

opportunity to participate in a main stage production at UT Austin, peer or faculty 

persuasion, and other potential reasons for participation.  

My field notes continue to unpack my experience in the dialogue I describe in the 

story above. The actors’ comments invited me to think about my choices as a playwright, 

my choices as an activist, and the complex relationship between art and activism. Here an 

excerpt of some of my reflections: 

September 18, 2012 
Freeman Field Notes (continued)  

It’s problematic that Roy and Silo, the bonded male penguins, don’t talk and 
therefore can’t stand up for themselves or at least tell us what they think about the 
entire situation. But, this is also based on a true story. The penguins never asked 
or intended for their pair bond to be politicized. People placed their own beliefs, 
concerns, and meaning on Roy and Silo’s pair bond (including me in this play). 
Additionally, this play may also illustrate the fact that in real life many LGBTQ 
narratives are silenced. (Field Notes 18 Sept. 2012) 

As an artist, my decisions reflected my aesthetic point of view as a storyteller throughout 

the playwriting process. I knew I didn’t want the penguins to talk, but this was the first 

time I felt the need to justify this decision as an LGBTQ activist and ally rather than as an 

artist. The comments from the artistic team inspired me to ask myself: Why don’t the 
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penguins talk in the play? Is this the first time someone made me think about this? Why 

does it matter now? Do I care more about what this particular undergraduate actor thinks 

about me as a person, or what he invited me to think about my play? In the field notes 

above, I recognize the undergraduate actor’s point in relation to queer theory, which 

emphasizes the importance of celebrating queer narratives, voices, and bodies. Queer 

theory “aims to ‘undo’ the heterosexual norm, and to extend the power of cultural 

presence and voice to sexually marginalized groups who do not adhere to the workings of 

heteronormativity” (DeAngeles 363). This actor invited me to think deeply about voice 

and power in performance. If the queer characters on stage do not speak, do they have 

power? In a play that emphasizes embodied and non-verbal storytelling, how do we 

measure the power of physical action, dance, and movement against or in opposition to 

speaking characters and dialogue? In the case of And Then Came Tango, the presence and 

embodiment of love and affection demonstrated by each penguin pair, including Roy and 

Silo, offers an alternative to dialogue and, serves as a potent mode of communicating 

power and social justice. Still, as my earlier story reflects, some of the movement and 

choreography created for this particular production read as heteronormative, rather than 

subversive, in the ways I had imagined it being when I wrote the piece. I wonder how the 

movement might be queered (or imagined outside of rigid heteronormative boundaries) in 

the future? How might this question of complexity in embodied and physical 

vocabularies support a more inclusive approach to choreography?  

In addition to thinking about queer theory in relation to the undergraduate student 

actor’s comments and the play itself, I arrived at new conclusions as to why I believe the 

story reflects not just my artistic voice, but my activist voice as well. The processes of 

journaling, talking with peers, and privately meditating on the events proved reflexive. I 

initially justified my decisions in the defense of authenticity to the story, because 
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penguins do not talk. Looking back now, and engaging in a reflexive process as I write 

this thesis, I am able to see and acknowledge the defensiveness I felt while writing my 

field notes. Reflexive processes require us to continue to cycle back, and reflect on our 

initial thinking. This example speaks to Shrewsbury’s comment that feminist teaching 

happens when we are “engaged with self in a continual reflective [in my case reflexive] 

process” (8) in and around issues of social justice. While this doesn’t always prove easy, 

I realize that feminist pedagogy and practice remains a continuous and recursive process.  

Reflexivity also requires an engagement with prior knowledge as a result of social 

and cultural backgrounds and lived experiences. For example, my field notes go on to 

discuss the undergraduate actor’s next point about Lily, the protagonist in the play. Once 

again, I questioned my choices as an artist and activist.  

September 18, 2012 
Freeman Field Notes (continued)  

As far as Lily, and whether or not she is an extension of myself, she is actually 
based on 10 and 11 year olds I spoke with about the story. Not one child that I’ve 
talked to has had a problem with Roy and Silo’s pair bond. When I asked young 
people to tell me the conflict in the story, they said things like, the fact that Roy 
and Silo want to be parents and can’t be, or the fact that Roy and Silo are not 
eating because they are sad. The young people I spoke to did not think the main 
conflict of the play or story is the fact that Roy and Silo are both male. It is very 
common for TYA plays to have young people be the catalyst for an adult to 
change, and that is definitely the case in this story. Lily helps shift Walter [the 
zookeeper]. Also, I do think she stands up for penguins, both directly (creating 
activist signage and standing up against the anti-gay activists) and indirectly by 
pushing and nudging Walter throughout the play. Also, we don’t know Lily’s 
sexuality. We don’t know that she identifies as straight. (Field Notes 18 Sept. 
2012).  

This excerpt serves as a specific example of how I referenced past experiences to justify 

my playwriting decisions. The artistic team once again invited me to question my writing 

choices as an activist. Is Lily an extension of my perspective? Does Lily exhibit agency? 
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Is it problematic that her beliefs do not shift throughout the course of the play? Looking 

back at the very first workshop production of And Then Came Tango in 2010, I remember 

speaking with a young audience after a performance. Although Lily’s character did not 

appear in the play at that point, Roy and Silo’s story was largely the same. I remember 

my surprise when I realized that not one student seemed the least bit concerned that Roy 

and Silo were both male. They did not name that fact as the main conflict of the play. My 

reflections about this past experience of engaging directly with young people changed my 

own confidence around the decisions I made with Lily’s character.   

When I sat down to work on the play and write Lily’s character, I did not think 

about defending her choices from a theoretical or even an activist perspective. Instead, I 

focused on the joy of writing the character of a tenacious and persistent young person 

who was impatient for change. As a result, Lily is an extension, not of myself, but of the 

young people I spoke to during the play’s development process. In the play, Lily enacts 

agency by helping to guide Walter, an adult, to a more accepting, trusting, and loving 

space. All of these realizations about my own play, as well as the value in my artistic 

decisions, allowed me to discover how the play operates as a form of activism.  

While I experienced confidence around my creative choices, reflexivity invited 

me to cultivate a sense of openness and willingness to expand my point of view. 

Reflexivity not only allowed me to acknowledge and accept the complicated nature of my 

decisions as a playwright; they also guided my post-show workshop planning process.  

September 18, 2012 
Freeman Field Notes (continued)  

Some final reflections: I’m really glad this student shared his opinion/question in 
class. It has made me think in a really productive and critical way. It’s also made 
me excited about the possibilities inherent in the post-show work. [My co-planner 
and post-show workshop facilitator] and I had already planned and discussed the 
opportunity for the students to think about things from the penguins’ perspectives 
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in the post-show workshop. Now more than ever, I’m anxious to dive into the 
post-show workshop and see how the queer characters can be explored in more 
depth. (Field Notes 18 Sept. 2012) 

Although I still feel strongly that the penguins should communicate non-verbally 

throughout the play, the post-show workshop created space for exploring the LGBTQ 

characters’ points of view in creative ways. Along with my colleague, who helped me co-

plan and facilitate the workshops, and I struggled over how to represent the characters 

and conflicts in the play during the post-show workshop. Eventually, we chose to create 

moments in the post-show workshop in which the students could embody the penguins, 

their experiences, and their points of view. Additionally, we placed the students in the 

role of reporters and invited them to interview Roy and Silo’s fledgling, Tango. Finally, 

we crafted a visual art exercise for the students to think about agency and activism in 

their own lives, which was modeled after Lily’s activism in the play. The actor’s 

comments about queer voices and youth agency helped produce the session plan for the 

post-show workshop. Crafting the workshop to incorporate some of the feedback I 

received from the artistic team allowed for the practice of exciting and ethical feminist 

pedagogy.  

Rather than reinforcing my beliefs about the value of touring And Then Came 

Tango, the artistic team forced me to confront alternative perspectives and, in turn, 

question my viewpoint, motives, and goals for the tour. At first, the critique of my script 

inspired defensiveness. The conversation bruised my ego and I felt personally attacked. 

After further reflexivity, I revisited the dialogue shared at the beginning of the chapter 

and realized how much I learned from that one conversation.  

Additionally, I am left with considerations for future artistic projects involving 

social justice intentions. In the future, I might add an interview or conversation to artistic 

team auditions in order to understand individuals’ perspectives, comforts, and interests in 



 29 

the topic at hand — but not to homogenize the beliefs present in the room. Additionally, I 

would like to expand opportunities for dialogue about theatre for young audiences and 

social justice in order to deepen the development and rehearsal process of new plays. 

This dialogue might also emphasize the value of the artistic team members’ perspectives 

and viewpoints, which in turn might further the development of community and trust 

between the collaborators. As a feminist, I value community. As feminist playwright, I 

now understand the value of a collaborating with a diverse community, one with varied 

perspectives and beliefs that will hold me accountable as an artist, ally, and activist.  

Reflexivity Inspired by the School District 

Before I began my research process, I cultivated relationships with the Austin 

public school district, elementary schools, principals, and second and third grade teachers 

in order to share the play with young people in my community. I also acquired 

permission from the district to examine student participation in the play and post-show 

workshops. As a feminist researcher, this intentional process of building relationships and 

collaborating with the district was an important step toward ethical research practice.  

My first meeting with the Austin pubic school district was in April 2012. In order 

to schedule the tour, I created a plan with the Director of Fine Arts for the district. He 

picked 10 elementary schools interested in more arts programming on their campuses. I 

met with the principals to describe the play, the tour, and my research. Six out of the 10 

principals attended the meeting and were thrilled to have free arts programming brought 

to their schools; five out of the six agreed to be research sites.  

It’s September 7, 2012. I stand on the sidewalk outside the Fine Arts offices of the 

Austin public school district with one of my professors. We stop to discuss our strategy. 

This meeting will decide which schools will be included in the tour schedule and whether 
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or not the district will support the tour financially. I wonder whether or not the district’s 

representatives will follow through with their original interest in the play, or if they will 

turn us away. I immediately start to sweat. The Fine Arts Coordinator brings us into his 

office. He holds a script in his hand and asks me: “Do all of the principals know what the 

play is about?” I explain that six out of the ten I met with are aware of the content and 

that the artistic team is planning to send informational packets once the tour is 

scheduled. He explains that he will fund half of the tour, as opposed to the fully funded 

tour he promised in April. He explains that the district can’t appear to fully support the 

project because although this is Austin, if the media gets a hold of this information, he 

could lose his job. He explains that in addition the materials we plan on sending, the 

study guide, show description, and educational website to principals and teachers, he 

plans to write all of the school principals and warn them about the content. As quickly as 

the meeting began it is suddenly over. We are whisked out of the office and land back on 

the sidewalk. Although I feel relief that we will have audiences, at the same time I am 

shocked. My play requires a warning label? I wonder it will say. What language will he 

use to describe my play?  

After we performed And Then Came Tango for our first public school audience on 

October 16, 2012, circumstances rapidly changed. The principal of the school expressed 

concerns about the content of play. She contacted the other schools and principals in the 

tour schedule to share her reaction. The next day, principals started to contact UT Austin 

to cancel the performances of And Then Came Tango at their schools. The Fine Arts 

Coordinator for the district then officially put the tour on hold. Working with the district, 

the artistic team coordinated a performance for the principals at UT Austin the following 

week. Most of the principals attended the performance at UT Austin, and all agreed to 

move forward. I drafted a permission slip form, per the district’s request, so that parents 
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could decide whether or not they wanted their children to see the play. The district asked 

for a video of the production. Despite our efforts to keep people informed, in the end, the 

tour was still canceled, and the district cited concerns that came after watching the video.  

As these events unfolded, I questioned my efforts as a feminist researcher and 

alliance builder. When the cancelation of And Then Came Tango gained media attention, 

the Director of Fine Arts from the school district released a statement that related directly 

to my efforts around transparency. My journal suggests my level of devastation: 

October 30, 2012 
Freeman Field Notes  

The Director of Fine Arts for the district wrote a formal letter that claimed that 
[the school district] did not know what the play was about. This hit me to the core. 
All of my work, all of my engagement with [the Director of Fine Arts], the 
schools, the principals, teachers, was suddenly discounted in one big blow that 
appeared on the School District letterhead. (Field Notes 30, Oct. 2012) 

I felt betrayed and worried about my past actions. Why did my presentations and efforts 

to clearly illustrate the story in And Then Came Tango to the principals fail? Why did my 

professional relationships crumble? At the same time, I felt frustrated that a play about 

same-sex parents required such careful contextualization. I didn’t want to apologize for 

the content of my play, but I did want to practice ethical and feminist research, as well as 

build alliances with schools and districts. I not only lost research sites and participants 

after the tour’s cancelation; I also lost relationships with people that I thought I had 

connected with on a personal level. I wondered, “how do I conduct ethical research 

without participants?” 

According to Liz Bondi, a university professor committed to teaching reflexivity 

to undergraduate students and budding researchers, reflexivity is a delicate process of 

negotiating fieldwork relationships through a feminist lens: 
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Central to (and extending beyond) feminist approaches to understanding and 
reshaping fieldwork relationships has been the idea of reflexivity…reflexivity 
calls upon researchers to reflect on their research relationships. In so doing, it 
aims to ensure that due consideration is given to the impact of unequal social 
relations, whether of gender, race, class, age or disability, and to the risks of 
reproducing relations of exploitation or disempowerment within the research. 
(Bondi 328) 

As a reflexive researcher, I thought often about my responsibility to my participants 

(myself, the artistic team, and the second and third grade student audiences) and to the 

relationships that I established with this project. I remained conscious of hidden power 

dynamics as well as my own perspective, inherent biases, and research lens. But after the 

tour was canceled, I discovered that power is not necessarily in the hands of the 

researcher. I discovered that sometimes, while engaging in research that requires 

negotiation with gatekeepers, a negotiation of strict boundaries must occur before one can 

even begin to engage the desired participants (in my case, second and third grade students 

in Austin public schools). The fear of principals and the district, in regard to potential 

parental responses to the play, seemed to create a rift between UT Austin and the district, 

a relationship that remains essential to both institutions, beyond this play and the 

Department of Theatre and Dance. Both institutions collaborate across departments for 

research and community engagement purposes.  

The media coverage around And Then Came Tango continued throughout the 

remainder of the project, and this coverage put pressure on both institutions to continue to 

make public statements to clarify points of responsibility, if not blame. I attempted to 

reach out to the principals from each school and never heard back; the conflict created 

impenetrable boundaries between the research sites and me. AnaLouise Keating discusses 

conflict and calls for commonalities rather than agreement. She writes,  

When we handle conflict through avoidance, a fix-it mentality, or a superficial 
“let’s-just-agree-to-disagree” attitude, we remain entrenched in our already-
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existing beliefs. Where is the room for change and growth? Agreement – if 
defined as sharing the exact same view- is neither necessary nor productive. We 
need commonalities – not identical opinions and perspectives! (Keating 39) 

Keating’s scholarship reminds me to consider how I might shift my expectations from 

finding a sense of agreement with the district to imaging how I might find commonalities 

in the future. How do I work within and through these spaces of resistance to work 

toward social justice? 

Once again, it is a moment of seeming crisis that prompted these complicated 

reflections on my part. Through my reflections, I activated reflexive thinking around both 

my initial engagement with the district and individual principals as well as how the 

relationships evolved from that point on. I thought about my own perspective in 

relationship to the district’s perspective. What is the historical context of social justice 

work in Austin public schools? Even though Austin is a liberal community in many ways, 

the school district and public schools are state institutions — how did a history of 

educational policies, state policies and guidelines, and systemic discrimination against the 

LGBTQ community, affect the district’s decision about the tour? I also thought deeply 

about the power of theatre to generate reflective thinking from the district. The two male 

actors playing Roy and Silo performed authentic chinstrap penguin grooming and 

nuzzling behaviors. I wonder how the power of performance and the material nature of a 

same-sex couple caused concern for the district. Finally, after the tour’s cancelation, 

parents galvanized and sent letters to the district, holding them accountable to their non-

discrimination policies. Will their efforts inspire a reflective process for the district? Will 

we see programming that reflects an effort to create inclusive school spaces, such as staff 

trainings on LGBTQ inclusion, in the future? Although this experience left me with more 

questions than answers, I can’t help but imagine that it engaged the district, specifically 

the employees directly involved with the process, in similar struggles and examinations 
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of self. As the gatekeepers for many young people, I wonder how district teachers and 

staff have thought about the need for LGBTQ narratives in schools and how drama and 

theatre might engage their young people in social justice discourse and practice. 

The reflexivity prompted by the school district’s response to my script inspired 

me to examine my perspectives and position as a feminist researcher. I believe in the 

importance of building sustainable relationships with gatekeepers. At the same time, I 

believe in offering arts experiences that invite young people to engage in social justice. 

Although, as a feminist activist, I resist apologizing for my play and its content, I do 

understand the importance of explicit transparency around these narratives in public 

institutions. Rather than focusing my efforts specifically toward the district, next time 

should I focus on individual school, principal, or teacher relationships? Should 

permission slips be a part of the process from the beginning? Is transparency really the 

issue at all? In the future, I hope the request for permission slips to see a play about love 

and diverse families will be considered ridiculous. I hope schools will begin to celebrate 

and explore narratives that challenge the status quo. Most importantly, I hope to see 

practitioners, researchers, artists, and community members free to imagine just school 

spaces for our young people.  

ARTISTIC TEAM IN A CONSTANT REFLECTIVE PROCESS 

It’s Tuesday, October 30, 2012, and the tour to the Austin public schools is 

officially canceled. Rather than meeting at an elementary school to perform this morning, 

we meet in a UT classroom. The room is heavy. The artistic team makes a circle and the 

director opens up a dialogue about what is going on. A few people begin to describe how 

they feel or ask questions. One student raises his hand and says, “I can’t help but feel 

like the leadership is not standing up for me. I know that some people are worried about 
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their jobs, but those of us who identify as queer are being erased and no one is saying 

that the school district made a homophobic decision.” I immediately feel implicated. We 

were asked to not say anything to the media, and the director was asked to stay neutral. 

She begins to cry and explains to the group her challenging role as a bridge between two 

institutions. She describes her precarious position as an untenured professor who works 

with the district in multiple capacities. She explains that her job is on the line. Something 

like this crisis might create a rift between the two institutions, harming an essential 

partnership.  

The discussion continues. A binary begins to form: the “good” work versus the 

“bad” district. People share their anger and pain. One person says, “As a queer person, 

I could never work in a place that doesn’t recognize who I am.” This statement is met 

with head nods or murmurs of agreement. Suddenly, the assistant director addresses the 

group. He has been fairly quiet up to this point. He begins to share why he chose to work 

as a teacher in a conservative school, even though his body and identity are marginalized 

in that place. Tears run down his face. “I created a space for kids to see me, to feel safe, 

to see a black queer body. If I chose to not do that, how is that helping?” The room is 

silent. People begin to absorb some of the complexities of this situation. People begin to 

question the tendency to blame the entire district. And at the same time people seem to 

want someone to blame. I can’t help feeling the same way. I want someone to blame. 

Touring And Then Came Tango engaged the artistic team members in reflection in 

several ways. In the following section, I examine the artistic team members’ responses to 

post-project surveys completed at the end of the semester, as well as my own 

observations throughout the rehearsal and touring process (See the entire post-project 

survey in Appendix C). The surveys were completed in class and some of the artistic 

team members were absent or working on other projects during the time allotted for 
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filling out the surveys. Thus, not all of the artistic team members completed surveys, 

including the graduate assistant director, the musicians, and one of the undergraduate 

actors. As I coded the artistic team members’ responses, specific themes emerged, 

including reflection around social and cultural background, the role of an ally, the power 

of theatre as an art form to address social justice, and the impact of the tour’s cancelation.  

Social and Cultural Background 

The structure of the Youth Theatre Tour class as both an artistic and academic 

space, coupled with the content of the script, seemed to support reflective thinking related 

to participants’ social and cultural backgrounds. Many participants describe the 

significance of their personal upbringing, religious backgrounds, and their familial beliefs 

when they discuss on how they participated in reflectivity. The following participant 

names religion and family history, specifically, as personal sites of struggle.  

Artistic Team Member #2 
Post-project survey 

Before Tango, I had never thought about the struggles of homosexual couples and 
families. I personally grew up in a church-based family that disagrees with 
homosexuality. However as I got older, I began to realize that I didn’t necessarily 
share the opinions of my mom believed [sic]. This “struggle” of religion vs. 
personal belief is one that I still do not know how to feel about 100%. I said that 
to say this: during the production, I witnessed the “struggles” and emotions 
experienced by those individuals closer to this topic and it made me realize that 
the struggle for identity freedom and acceptance is very much real for 
homosexuals and even if it causes arguments, I should learn to express my 
support for homosexuality to individuals like my mom because I don’t want to 
identify as an oppressor. (Post-project survey 6 Dec. 2012) 

This deeply personal response reveals a reflective process in which the participant looks 

back on their family’s values and religious ideologies to express how their beliefs have 

shifted over time, and more specifically during the tour process. The experience of 

witnessing peers, specifically peers that are “closer to this topic” (which I interpret to 
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mean the openly LGBTQ members of our artistic team), shifted this artistic team 

member’s understanding of the struggle for social justice in relation to sexual orientation 

and identity. For this participant, witnessing the struggles and emotions of the other 

members of the artistic team revealed the reality and gravity of LGBTQ injustice. What’s 

more, the participants’ transcript shows a shift in thinking and action. This written 

response names a desire to be supportive of LGBTQ individuals, even with members of 

the participants’ own family. The response also illustrates the recursive nature of 

reflectivity. This participant first shares their lack of understanding about LGBTQ 

injustice; next, they reference their family and specifically their mother’s beliefs about 

LGBTQ individuals; then, they describe a personal struggle about beliefs and the power 

of bearing witness to peers on the artistic team who were dealing with LGBTQ injustice; 

finally, the team member experiences a call to action to dialogue with their own mother 

about LGBTQ injustice. As participant wrote this response, they began and ended with a 

discussion of family and beliefs —representing a cyclical process. I wonder how the 

exercise of writing this entry contributed to this participant’s reflective process. 

For some members of the artistic team, the experience of participating in this 

production produced completely new revelations and critical awareness around LGBTQ 

oppression.  

Artistic Team Member #17 
Post-project survey 

Before the production, especially before attending college, the trials that the gay 
community have to face never existed in my thoughts. Talking to the parents and 
children of those families after shows put a concrete face to the thoughts and my 
understanding of how actually loving and caring these families were. (Post-
project survey 6 Dec. 2012)   

This entry demonstrates a lack of consciousness about LGBTQ individuals and identity 

oppression before the production, specifically before this participant came to college. 
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This entry also illustrates another example of looking to the past to examine how 

awareness shifted as a product of this production. The performances of And Then Came 

Tango held at UT Austin drew families and audiences from the community. Many 

members of the Austin community attended the performances with their children, 

including families with same-sex parents, gay or lesbian single parents, grandparents, 

heterosexual single parents, and heterosexual parents. This participant specifically names 

a shift in thinking when they saw diverse families in person and witnessed their love and 

care for their children. Interacting with families at the performances activated reflectivity 

for this participant. This is not the only entry that describes engaging with the audience; 

in fact, LGBTQ family audiences seemed to act as catalysts for reflection. Additional 

artistic team members discussed how meeting audience members impacted their view of 

the production and as well as their role as an artistic team member. I wonder how the 

experience of relational engagement (one-on-one interactions), between the artistic team 

members and the LGBTQ families, operated in a similar fashion to artistic team 

members’ relational engagement with their fellow LGBTQ artistic team members? 

Engaging in this process resulted in a more complex understanding of social 

justice and the challenges that diverse identities face. Both of the artistic team members 

quoted above shared a raised awareness of LGBTQ justice in contrast to their social and 

cultural backgrounds, family values, or what they knew before participating in the touring 

production of And Then Came Tango. This awareness takes different forms, but each 

participant demonstrates the ability to look back and to think deeply about how that might 

affect, differ from, or change how they have viewed this current artistic process and 

production. The catalysts for practicing reflectivity in and around social justice issues 

included engagement with fellow artistic team members, the audience, and the struggles 

the artistic team experienced while touring the play. The products of reflection were 
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varied as well, and included a desire to confront family about LGBTQ oppression, a 

desire to defend people’s rights to have different views, and an expanded awareness and 

consciousness around the relevancy of these issues.  

What is My Role as an Ally?  

The next few entries that I highlight demonstrate how reflectivity related directly 

to the desire to become agents for change. Several participants examined their 

understanding of oppression and injustice after participating in this process, and 

demonstrated a strong desire to do something. A sense of becoming allies and activists as 

a product of reflectivity runs throughout these entries. This artistic team member refers to 

the process of participating in And Then Came Tango as “it” throughout their reflection.  

Artistic Team Member #4 
Post-project survey 

It helped me to better understand the world of those who identify as being lgbtq 
[sic]. It helped me truly identify myself as an ally and advocate for the lgbtq [sic] 
community, and the obstacles they face. (Post-project survey 6 Dec. 2012)   

In this entry, the artistic team member describes a shift in their understanding about self 

in relation to activism. The process of understanding the injustice LGBTQ individuals 

face prompted their desire to become an ally. The next entry describes a similar desire, 

while also questioning past actions and placing judgments on those actions or a past lack 

of action.  

Artistic Team Member #8 
Post-project survey 

I feel ashamed that I’ve tended to take the safe route when approaching struggles 
over social issues. I am passionate about equality but feel afraid to expand beyond 
my comfort zone…I gained an understanding of the difference between tolerance 
and acceptance. I’ve become more aware of sensitivity and positions of activism 
and allies. I felt that I questioned if I’m doing enough to promote the level of 
equality that I believe in. I also feel that it is all the more important to reach out to 
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youth as they are the future and there is a hope for change if they are given the 
option. (Post-project survey 6 Dec. 2012)   

This transcript reveals a strong sense of personal duty in relation to activism. In this case, 

the product of reflectivity is a sense of regret and shame about the participants’ lack of 

action around social justice issues up to this point in their lives. This relates to feminist 

principles and the idea of “risking the personal,” which is a term developed by 

AnaLouise Keating and inspired by Gloria Anzaldúa’s “innovative use of 

autobiographical experience as a tool for community building, knowledge production, 

and social change” (2). Gloria González-Lopéz and AnaLouise Keating are feminist 

writers who edited Bridging: How Gloria Anzaldúa’s Life and Work Transformed Our 

Own. In their introduction to the text, they discuss how Anzaldúa’s writing and 

ideologies shaped their own beliefs about transformation and social justice.  

We believe that radical transformation begins with the personal but must move 
outward, linking self-change with social change. We, too, believe in the 
possibility of converting even our most difficult painful situations and events into 
powerful lessons that can be applied to our lives, shared with others, and used to 
enact multilevel transformation. These lessons offer opportunities for community 
building and the creation of new forms of knowledge as well as pathways for 
additional individual and collective evolution and change. (2)   

Although it can be painful to arrive at the knowledge that oppression and injustice is 

prevalent in our world and for the people we love, these lessons serve as catalysts for 

reflexivity and self-change. In the future, because of the struggles they experienced first-

hand while touring And Then Came Tango, these artistic team members might help work 

toward social justice by “risking the personal”.  

Artistic team members were also prompted to engage in reflectivity when the 

LGBTQ artistic team members shared their personal stories. Some members of the 

artistic team shared that they felt silenced by the cancelation of And Then Came Tango. 

One LGBTQ artistic team member called out UT Austin and the leadership in charge of 
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the project for not standing up to the Austin public school district in the media. In the 

next three responses, the artists question their role as an ally. The three entries 

demonstrate how the discussions amongst the artistic team community caused reflection 

around activism.  

Artistic Team Member #7 
Post-project survey 

At the beginning of this process I wasn’t sure how I could relate to the content of 
the play. Throughout the play, getting to know cast members and reflecting on the 
struggle made me realize that this message is so much bigger than myself. 
Hearing everyone’s emotions during the hard times really opened my eyes to the 
intolerance and heteronormativity in the world. (It was especially touching b/c it 
came from people I am now friends with and spent so much time with during the 
process). From this point on I will continue to stand up for the beliefs that this 
play represents and practice tolerance wherever I go. (Post-project survey 6 Dec. 
2012)   

Artistic Team Member #16 
Post-project survey 

The day that we got the news that we were cancelled, after performing for 
administration and others twice, I questioned my role as an ally. One of my peers 
in the process, the one who once asked about who had the right to tell this story, 
said that they felt voiceless, not stood up for, and defeated. And at that moment, I 
wondered, “well then what are we supposed to do?” If an ally has no right to tell a 
story as an advocate, then what can we do? Am I supposed to wait for a member 
of the LGBTQ community to tell me how to help or should I act now the best way 
I know how? As an ally, I feel voiceless and idle. (Post-project survey 6 Dec. 
2012)   

Artistic Team Member #13 
Post-project survey 

This process demanded that I deeply examine my role of LGBTQ ally. I’m being 
challenged by a school district canceling our performances in certain schools, I 
shared this with the company. One student said that he was disappointed by the 
lack of courage being demonstrated by not going to media – and by leadership 
asking us to not vilify the school district. I took the label of leadership to include 
me. I had just been named UT ally of the month by a Center on campus. This 
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forced me to consider how far I would go as ally – was I doing enough? I shared 
my feelings with the students – through tears. (Post-project survey 6 Dec. 2012)   

Artistic team member #7 describes witnessing friends experience injustice and claims this 

shifted their own desire to fulfill the role of an ally or activist. Artistic team members #16 

and #13 describe the experience of being confronted by their artistic team colleagues 

about standing up for the production. They describe the process of questioning their 

actions and their roles as allies and activists throughout this process. The participants are 

examining their roles, identities, subjectivities, and appropriate actions in response to 

injustice and after witnessing friends and colleagues in pain. Notably, only artist team 

member #7 defines future actions for becoming a better ally thanks to their interactions 

with the rest of the artistic team. Still, I wonder how many other members of the artistic 

team felt like artist team members #16 and #13, in that they were left with questions as to 

how to move forward and their roles as allies? 

The Power of Theatre 

In addition to reflecting on social and cultural backgrounds and their relationship 

to becoming allies and activists, some of the artists discussed how the content of the play 

itself, as well as the power of drama and theatre specifically inspired reflection in and 

around social justice.  

Artistic Team Member #9 
Post-project survey 

This experience shaped my thinking about myself in the relation to the content of 
the play in that it made me think more about the influential nature of advocacy. 
The hurt and need Lily saw in the lives of Roy and Silo that she tried to help fill 
and defend touched my heart. The necessity to be a proactive community member 
and fight using your art for what is right are lessons I learned from this process 
that will stay with me forever. (Post-project survey 6 Dec. 2012)   

Artistic Team Member #18 
Post-project survey 
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Through this process I’ve gained a better sense of advocacy. Watching Lily, a 
young girl, stand up for what she believes in made me reflect on my role and what 
I can do to stand up for what I believe in and make a difference. When Lily stands 
up with her sign to protest I feel extremely moved and empowered to cheer her 
on. Seeing Lily’s resilience and courage made me want to be more active in 
making a change. (Post-project survey 6 Dec. 2012)   

The two entries above describe how the play itself, rather than artistic team member peers 

and colleagues, acted as the inspiration for reflectivity. Both participants describe being 

inspired by Lily and her activism within the world of the play. These entries suggest that 

theatre plays a role in activating reflectivity when they discuss the potential for personal 

or societal change. These entries also serve as reminders that this play and its message are 

not meant to serve only young audiences. I wonder how the messages in the play 

resonated with all of the artistic team members: Was this the first time that some of these 

individuals engaged in art that made them think about the relationship between activism 

and theatre? The answer is difficult to determine, because artistic team member #14 is the 

only artist to directly name theatre as a catalyst for reflection. 

Artistic Team Member #15 
Post-project survey 

Prior to this experience, I also didn’t understand the value of using theatre as an 
educating tool. When theatre mirrors individuals in an alternate reality, they are 
validated as an equal, as an individual, and as a significant w/ in society. (Post-
project survey 6 Dec. 2012)   

Artistic team member #14 directly references the power of theatre as a tool for education. 

This written response taps into the idea that diverse representation in theatre promotes 

activism by humanizing characters of diverse identities — offering another example of 

art as activism. I wonder how this artistic team member might value theatre and its ability 

to promote critical thinking, learning, and change. 
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Some of the artistic team members’ post-project surveys describe how their 

participation in the artistic process granted them a sense of ownership within the activist 

process.  

Artistic Team Member #5 
Post-project survey 

I have never been a part of something that really had the potential to be 
controversial. When I came in I knew in my head that this play would change 
minds and lives, but on tour I didn’t see it as much. Once we started performing at 
UT and engaging with audiences it really hit me how much this play meant to 
people, and it was beautiful to see. Being a part of this team has taught me that I 
need to follow my heart and participate in what productions are right for me. And 
just to follow my heart in general, things have a way of working out for the best. 
(Post-project survey 6 Dec. 2012)   

Artistic Team Member #11 
Post-project survey 

I think I went into this play somewhat ignorant. I have since learned so much 
about how the world responds to homosexuality and how far we as a society have 
come. I realize that I can have a role in standing up for the people I love – I can be 
an activist, not just an observer and sideline advocate. After performances, when I 
hear someone thanking me, just a dancer, for my work, I feel like I made some 
sort of difference. (Post-project survey 6 Dec. 2012)   

These two excerpts describe the power of engaging directly with audiences. The act of 

witnessing the audiences’ reception of the story and their gratitude for the production 

activated reflectivity in relation to activism. These interactions shifted the artistic team 

members’ understanding of their role or participation as activism. The artistic team 

members indicate a realization that they “made some sort of difference,” and possess a 

feeling of ownership in relation to a social justice project. Their responses leave me 

questioning how ownership relates to future engagements in social justice theatre for 

young audiences. 

Several artistic team members also indicated a need for more time for reflection.  
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Artistic Team Member #10 
Post-project survey 

To be honest, I have chosen not to engage beyond inviting people to see the play. 
I want to take time to sort my thoughts. (Post-project survey 6 Dec. 2012)   

As with any process, not everyone will engage in reflection right away or at all. Some 

people might need more time to come to conclusions about their thinking and beliefs. 

Although this entry prompted me to question how the play and the artistic process failed 

to activate reflectivity with all members of the artistic team, I am encouraged to imagine 

strategies for engaging our group in reflective thinking on their own actions or the actions 

of the play in the future. For example, how might time or distance from the experience 

create space for reflectivity down the line?  

Cancelation of the Tour 

Many of the excerpts above describe our team’s reflections around the role or 

identity of ally or activist. But, as is apparent from the stories above, many members of 

the artistic team engaged with the production in a different way as a result of their 

LGBTQ identities. These members’ shared stories, in which they risked the personal by 

sharing moments of oppression in order to work toward change, were central to shifting 

their colleagues’ views and inspiring important reflections. But what was this process like 

for someone who does identify as LGBTQ?  

Artistic Team Member #3 
Post-project survey 

It reminded me how who I am is not accepted fully and how there is still a lot of 
hate in this world. I realized that when I do want children they will not be my own 
and that was something that I haven’t been able to fully accept. Although the play 
was doing what it was supposed to be doing the fact that it had to be done in itself 
shows how people aren’t ready for this and the lessons it teaches. This play was is 
my life. (Post-project survey 6 Dec. 2012)   
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This entry demonstrates how the cancelation of And Then Came Tango prompted 

reflection around identity, future family, and the public school district’s lack of reception 

to the piece. This artist shares their realizations around their identity as a result of the 

play’s cancelation. They describe the painful reminder that who they are is “not accepted 

fully.” Additionally, we see that the narrative about family provoked reflectivity. This 

artistic team member describes the realization that their children “will not be my own.” I 

predict this person is referring to their relationship to the characters’ need to adopt a 

child. Reading this response, I am reminded that reflectivity might lead people to 

moments of consciousness or awareness that are extremely painful. For members of the 

artistic team, many mention that this process promoted further awareness of LGBTQ 

injustice, but this entry in particular reminds me that these discoveries (the products of 

reflectivity) don’t arrive without a cost.  

The school district was named by a few of the entries above, but the last artistic 

team member entry, below, is an example of how reflectivity might operate directly 

within the writing process. The school district’s decision and identity is brought into 

question and troubled over in this final entry.  

Artistic Team Member #19  
Post-project survey 

As an LGBTQA ally, I think this play should be allowed in schools and is a vital 
representation that all youth should see and engage with. I passionately believe in 
gay rights as human rights and while I recognize that others don’t agree with me, I 
can’t respect that differing opinion because I find it dehumanizing and oppressive. 
But… by this black and white binary – this stance makes me no better than the 
people on the other side of the argument. This puts me at a dead lock with the 
other side – me resisting heteronormative representations that have always been 
the status quo and them resisting the LGBTQA perspective because it’s as 
despicable to them as this norm is to me. Who is right? How can a system change 
to serve all children? Will it ever be able to? How can I articulate my bottom line 
beliefs as a human without dehumanizing and oppressing others whose beliefs 
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conflict with my own on a fundamental irreconcilable level? How can I move 
forward with love? (Post-project survey 6 Dec. 2012)   

This artistic team member asks similar questions to those raised in my own reflectivity. 

This artistic team member articulates the tensions around labeling the district as good or 

bad. This issue is extremely complicated, and this critical thinking reflects questions that 

this artistic team member and I will likely think about for years to come. This artistic 

team member asks, “How can I move forward with love?” I ask that same question 

myself; even as I write this document, I am angered again by the district’s decision. In 

Writing Beyond Race: Living Theory and Practice, bell hooks writes, “By embracing the 

transformative power of love we accept the fullness of our humanity, which then allows 

us to recognize the humanity in others” (198). Finding humanity in others, in the 

oppressor, and in the decision from the school district, is extremely challenging, but love 

and compassion might lead to the potential for dialogue. Paulo Freire also references the 

power of love in the pursuit of social justice. He writes, “Founding itself upon love, 

humility, and faith, dialogue becomes a horizontal relationship of which mutual trust 

between the dialoguers is the logical consequence” (91). Freire talks about the power of 

dialogue grown out of love. Dialogue that is based on a loving foundation works to shift 

power dynamics.  

At first, after reading accounts from the artistic team members about feeling 

personally attacked or witnessing the pain of their fellow ensemble members, I wanted to 

find someone to blame. I blamed myself for not directly calling out the district in the 

media. I blamed the district for not supporting And Then Came Tango. I blamed the 

district for their lack of faith in their parents, students, and teachers. I blamed the first 

principal and her reaction, which put a warning label on the production. But, at the same 

time, thanks to my commitment to ethical practice and research, I questioned my initial 
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instincts to blame and ostracize the district. I want to recognize the various perspectives 

at play and seek the humanity within the district’s decisions. If I work to engage love in 

my practice in the future, then I may be able to work toward drama and theater that 

engages youth in social justice. 

In conclusion, the entries from the artistic team demonstrate the power of 

reflectivity to allow team members to move beyond processing or describing events that 

took place over the course of the project, and to instead unpack the events in relationship 

to their own identities, cultural and social backgrounds, the content of the play, and the 

power of theatre. The participants share personal journeys, questions, fears, hopes, and a 

desire for activism. I wonder how these reflections inspired further ownership over the 

process and their role as allies and activists in and around issues of social justice. 

Engaging in a dialogic theatre-making process, and having an awareness of colleagues’ 

experiences as LGBTQ individuals or allies, the audiences’ reception, and the tangible 

personal impact of the tour’s cancelation suggest possible catalysts for reflection. I 

wonder how the implications and responsibilities of acknowledging LGBTQ injustice as 

a result of reflectivity produced a different sense of ownership around the production and 

its message. How does this relate to working toward drama and theatre that engages 

social justice practice? How does this form my understanding of feminist pedagogy and, 

in turn, feminist performance pedagogy? If the touring production of And Then Came 

Tango had progressed as planned, how would the catalysts that promoted reflectivity shift 

and what would the products of reflectivity look like? The play works to create awareness 

around LGBTQ injustice while celebrating the potential for youth agency to combat 

oppression. The production’s cancelation brought this injustice to the surface, 

materializing the fact that this issue is real, relevant, and important to address with and 

for our community. Artistic team members operating from a place of straight privilege 
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and a lack of awareness of LGBTQ injustice were directly engaged with this issue, some 

for the first time. Once the dust settled, many artistic team members were able to walk 

away without further discrimination or the constant reminder of LGBTQ inequality. In 

contrast, LGBTQ families, the LGBTQ artistic team members in this production, and the 

LGBTQ individuals that work for the Austin public school district didn’t need this play to 

remind them about the inequities in our world.  

I wonder, is feminist pedagogy and in turn feminist performance pedagogy only 

possible when it engages with crisis? As someone passionate about working with and for 

young people, crisis is not a big selling point as a guideline for my approach to art and 

pedagogy. And yet, social justice issues are not easily addressed. Change is not easy or 

without struggle. As an artist, this has inspired me to think deeply about my next projects. 

I think that following the struggle, or relevant issues of social justice, will lead to future 

reflective processes, critical awareness and consciousness, and in turn, actions for 

change.  

CONCLUSIONS 

During the rehearsal and tour of And Then Came Tango, I discovered a 

relationship between reflective and reflexive processes and their impact on my beliefs or 

actions toward particular artistic, pedagogical, and research choices. Many members of 

the artistic team experienced moments of reflective practice. These engagements in 

critical thinking were inspired by some of the challenges we experienced as an artistic 

team, the personal reflections from colleagues in the room, and interactions with the 

audience. Many of the artistic team members named an increased desire toward activism 

as a shift or change in their thinking or a shift from their social and cultural upbringing. 

The author of an entry in the Encyclopedia of Identity writes that “reflexivity refers to the 
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human capability of turning the attention of consciousness back upon itself—being aware 

of the fact that we are aware, thinking about thinking, or more mundanely, perhaps, 

providing accounts of our selves (Adams 626). I think the idea of “being aware of the fact 

that we are aware” is an important aspect of both reflexivity and feminist pedagogy. 

Feminist pedagogy and performance both work to make the invisible visible, and the idea 

that reflexivity engages the self in the process of acknowledging critical consciousness 

around oneself may lead to a stronger sense of ownership over the cause. 
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Chapter Three 

I stare at my email. How should I respond? The curser blinks.  

The faculty director of AND THEN CAME TANGO and I are working relentlessly 

to find new audiences for the play. Rather than the 10 public schools we originally 

booked, we will now perform the play at alternative venues, including a charter school 

and a private elementary school. The private school principal is thrilled to have us, but 

some of the parents are concerned, one parent in particular. My inbox reveals an email 

from this parent. I open it and read: “I don’t know if I want my 7 year old exposed…” I 

stop reading. How do I respond to this? Why is defending this production suddenly the 

responsibility of the playwright? The word choice of “exposed” continues to gnaw at me. 

What about LGBTQ parents? When do they get to choose whether or not to expose their 

children to heteronormativity in schools? I close my computer and decide to take the 

night to cool off.  

The next day, I take a deep breath and open the email again. “I’m fearful that this 

will be too much for her to process. Or maybe too much for me to process with her 

without having laid the groundwork already.” This new information reveals the parent’s 

own vulnerability and fear. I feel less guarded and continue to read. “So, I guess my only 

question is why 2nd graders? No, I do have another question, when she is ready for this 

type of content, may I count on your play to be available? Thank you Emily and good 

luck with everything.”  

I have a choice. Her response indicates that her mind is made up and, therefore, I 

can just leave things alone and her child will not see the play. Alternatively, I can answer 

her question and actively engage in a dialogue around my play. After all, how many 
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playwrights actually get the opportunity to defend their plays? Maybe she will not 

respond, but maybe she will. I hit “Reply.” 

CONTEXTS AND METHODS 

According to Leila Villaverde, a feminist and gender studies scholar,   

Experiential education requires active engagement and analysis, challenging 
students to take greater responsibility in their own learning and the impact such 
experiences have on others’ learning. Such an education requires direct, authentic, 
active experience that develops future possibilities for community involvement 
and self-development. (138) 

Although experiential learning is not necessarily considered a standardized form of 

feminist pedagogy, Villaverde acknowledges how experiential learning offers the 

potential for feminist teaching and community learning.  

“Engagement” is a term used in many disciplines and in both performance and 

education discourses. As a verb, according to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, “engage” 

means, “to hold the attention of” or, in other words, to “absorb, engross, enthrall, enwrap, 

fascinate, grip, immerse, interest, occupy” (“engage”). “Engagement”, on the other hand 

is defined by the same source as an “emotional involvement or commitment” 

(“engagement”). Imagine a process with the potential to immerse and grip someone’s 

attention so that the participant is actively committed and emotionally involved. The 

possibilities for reflective and reflexive practice, transformative teaching and learning, 

social justice, and change seem endless under such circumstances. Given this, it makes 

sense that educators and artists consistently strive for student or audience engagement, 

and continue to try new tactics to meet this end.  

I did not anticipate the direct and active engagement I experienced with parents 

and other individuals who questioned my motives during the process of touring And Then 

Came Tango. The email exchange with the parent outlined in the story above offers one 
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example of learning as a playwright and activist through active engagement. In order to 

respond to the email above, I needed to understand why I wrote the play, work through 

my dismissive and defensive energies, and communicate clearly and directly in order to 

share my purpose without apology. The process of actively engaging with community 

members, such as this parent, caused me to examine my own intentions and abilities to 

with individuals who do not share my own point of view.  

Throughout this chapter, I unpack active engagement at different points during the 

process of working on And Then Came Tango and in its varied manifestations. In this 

chapter I ask several questions, including: As practitioners and researchers, how do we 

enact feminist pedagogy within an artistic context in order to immerse and engage young 

people and artistic collaborators in the process? If feminist pedagogy is “engaged 

teaching/learning….engaged actively with the material being studied” (Shrewsbury 8), I 

wonder, what does it mean to be “engaged actively” in social justice issues? Is this the 

link between feminist pedagogy and feminist performance pedagogy? How will this 

pedagogical approach to art and education aid in working towards a practice in drama and 

theatre for youth that engages youth in social justice?  

As I work toward defining a feminist performance pedagogy for theatre for young 

audiences, this chapter examines how active engagement operated as a guiding principal 

in the playwriting and workshop planning process for And Then Came Tango. I engaged 

artistic and aesthetic aspects of drama and theatre, as well as the educational and 

transformative potential within interactive and participatory theatrical forms in order to 

work toward social justice and change. In this chapter, I focus on my own experiences 

during the writing, rehearsing, and touring process, as well as that of the artistic team. In 

order to study active engagement in my own process, I look to my field notes, emails, and 

the And Then Came Tango production script to explore my intentional approach to 
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promoting dialogical experiences within theatre for young audiences. I also explore the 

ways in which the artistic team actively engaged in the rehearsal and touring process. To 

do so, I examine my field notes and the artistic team post-project surveys, in which 

participants reflect on their own participation. In reading these transcripts, I examine how 

members of the artistic team name active engagement within their individual learning 

experiences and as a part of a collective learning community. 

THE INTERSECTIONS OF ART AND THEORY IN PLAYWRITING 

According to John Dewey and other experiential educators, active engagement in 

performance or drama has the potential to activate participant learning through 

experience. While writing And Then Came Tango, I wanted to draw audiences into the 

story. I wanted the young people and intergenerational family audiences to become a part 

of the experience. Although many stories and plays do just that, accomplishing active 

engagement through experiential learning in a social justice narrative is particularly 

informed by the efforts of feminist pedagogy. In order to write a play for young 

audiences that addresses social justice themes in an active and engaging way, I began to 

focus on the role of participatory techniques and the potential for interactive moments 

within the play. If active engagement is something that both educators and artists are 

working to achieve, how might interactive drama and theatre techniques encourage active 

engagement and at the same time inspire critical thinking around social justice topics?  

Theatre in Education (TIE) is a form of interactive theatre that relies on the 

relationship between the facilitator and the audience in order to move the play forward, 

determine character choices, and explore scenarios or problems in collaboration with 

audience members. Helen Nicholson, a drama and education pedagogue and scholar, 

describes the origins of TIE as an extension of the political theatre movement in Theatre 
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and Education. She defines TIE “as a tool to explore ideas, feelings and values” (24). 

According to Nicholson “‘involvement’, ‘participation’, ‘process’ and ‘activity’ are 

crucial words in TIE” (24). She differentiates TIE from touring TYA —rather than being 

a one-time performance, TIE might involve multiple workshops and interactions with 

students in schools. Additionally, acting and the “illusion of theatre” are not as important 

as the actor-teacher role or the ability to engage with ideas and realistic issues or 

situations within TIE (Nicholson 25). Finally, Nicholson writes, “The suggestion that 

theatre might be used to teach young people to think dialectically – to think, in other 

words, in ways that contradicted the dominant capitalist ideology – influenced TIE in 

both structure and form” (29). In my own work, I wanted to explore how a play that 

utilizes aesthetic illusions might also use interactive techniques to engage the audience in 

dialogue about social justice issues.  

The Role of the Facilitator  

In order to craft interactive moments in the script, I include facilitators in the cast 

of And Then Came Tango (their role is also described in the previous chapter). I wanted 

the facilitators to act as a link between the audience and the action by engaging the young 

audiences in the world of the play. I wrote the facilitated, interactive moments in order to 

offer one-on-one opportunities for audience interaction, both with the facilitators and 

other audience members. Additionally, I considered the target age and school contexts 

while writing. Engaging second and third grade students in narratives that deal with 

challenging social justice issues is complicated. I wanted to consider young audiences’ 

developmental needs as well as the possibility that they might possess limited prior 

knowledge in regards to social justice and LGBTQ oppression. To that end, I included the 

facilitators within the script/story as a way to provide guidance for the students and to 
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help create a space in which learning and dialogue might occur. In Action Strategies for 

Deepening Comprehension, Jeffrey D. Wilhelm examines how drama and theatre or other 

enactment techniques promote learning, which he says “is social and depends on the 

interaction between different consciousnesses” (25). In other words, learning does not 

occur on its own, but rather out of the relationship between the learner and someone or 

something with which there is a reciprocal exchange. Without a facilitator, the students 

might not be able to voice or discuss their opinions, ideas, or suggestions until after the 

play, potentially lessening opportunities for discovery or raising critical consciousness in 

the moment. Additionally, according to Kevin Kumashiro, when students engage in 

social justice concepts for the first time, there may be an initial crisis or distress (28-30). 

During And Then Came Tango, I structured the facilitators’ role to help young audiences 

discuss pressing questions or concerns as they surfaced. I wanted to provide students a 

safe space to explore challenging material about injustice.  

Interactivity within a Narrative Structure 

As I imagined how interactivity might weave into the narrative of And Then Came 

Tango, I included three moments of audience participation and created spaces for directly 

engaging audiences around the setting, story, and issues presented in the play. To 

illustrate what I mean by creating a theatre “space” in which the audience might engage 

in dialogue, I draw from discourses around place and space in relationship to theatre and 

education. According to Nicholson, creating “any kind of ‘liberated space’ in theatre, 

wherever it takes place, requires, therefore, an understanding of the politics of place” 

(59). Nicholson defines the distinctions of space and place as being abstract and concrete, 

respectively. She writes that space “has been associated with movement, energy and 

freedom and has sometimes been perceived as a threat…Place in contrast, suggests the 
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messiness and materiality of life, implying emotional attachments, allegiances and 

particular physical environments” (60). In my case, I wrote And Then Came Tango 

knowing that the play might tour to different places, including schools, community 

centers, or theatres. During the research project, we toured And Then Came Tango to one 

Austin public elementary school, a private elementary school, a charter elementary 

school, a public middle school in Del Valle, and a public high school in Round Rock 

(although, as previously discussed, we had originally planned on performing for 10 

Austin public schools). We also performed the play for public and family audiences at 

UT Austin on one of our main stages. Each of these places represents different social and 

cultural histories, as well as different levels of access. The schools, for example, allowed 

us to reach larger youth audiences at no cost to the school or students. The performances 

at UT Austin were also free, but required public audiences to get to campus, pay for 

parking, and enter an elite university institution, which determined who might attend and 

how they might feel once they were in the performance place. I wanted the play to be 

flexible and able to adapt to different physical sites, and I also wanted each of the 

performances to foster a similar sense of freedom to dialogue and be creative within each 

of these unique contexts and places. In other words, I wanted to craft Nicholson’s version 

of space.  

To that end, I wrote the three moments of interactivity into the script with both 

place and space in mind. Being mindful of space aligns with feminist pedagogy and, in 

turn, aligns with how, as a playwright, I work to engage youth in social justice. 

According to Jan Cohen-Cruz, “Art with social justice underpinnings contains a vision 

that exceeds what its makers expect to accomplish materially, and that is the space of art, 

utopia, the imagination” (9). Building on Cohen-Cruz’s conception of justice-oriented art, 

as well as my understanding of place and space, I wanted the moments of interactivity 
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during the performance of And Then Came Tango and the post-show workshop to 

become spaces for engagement around the theme of LGBTQ justice and youth activism. 

When examining different ways in which artists engage audiences and art around social 

justice themes, Cohen-Cruz examines the practice and theoretical foundations of Augusto 

Boal and Theatre of the Oppressed. She writes, “The critical thinking underlying when to 

undertake which approach is what we need to practice and see where it directs us. We 

must be ready with what Boal called an ‘arsenal’ of different theatrics from which to 

choose the one that can respond most vividly given the time, place, and set of 

collaborators” (38). In other words, finding the right theatrical tools allow practitioners, 

artists, and educators to create dynamic theatrical spaces for teaching and learning, 

creativity, and interrogating injustice through dialogue. In this section, I discuss the three 

moments of interactivity the occurred during the performance And Then Came Tango, 

and specifically address how they draw on feminist pedagogy and, in turn, help to engage 

youth in social justice efforts.  

I structured the first moment of interactivity in the script to create a space for 

audiences to share lived experiences in relation to the setting of the play — i.e., a penguin 

exhibit at a zoo. By using an interactive or participatory artistic exercise that Jonathan 

Neelands calls the “soundscape” (73), the play’s facilitators invite young audiences to 

transform the place (school context) and ultimately to start the show in a new space 

(artistic, creative and dialogic). Here, I include an excerpt from the script to demonstrate 

how I outlined the activity for the facilitator/actors. 

Stage Directions, First Interactive Moment:  

The audience is led to a designated seating area on the floor in the middle of an 
empty zoo exhibit. The facilitators are dressed as volunteers for the zoo. As they 
greet the audience, they break them into four small groups; one group for each 
facilitator. The exhibit feels dusty and stale, and there’s a sign posted that says 
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“Out with the old, in with the new! Penguin Exhibit Closed until further notice.” 
Once everyone is seated, the facilitators start the pre-show interaction. During the 
pre-show interaction, the facilitators create the mood and environment of the 
aquarium with the help of the audience. The facilitators invite the audience to 
create abstract sounds that represent what a penguin exhibit might sound like (for 
example: cold, blue, icy, etc). The facilitators introduce conductor signals such as 
start, volume (louder/softer), and stop. Once each group has practiced their 
individual sounds, the facilitators will bring them together to experience the 
combined effect of their soundscapes. Suddenly, Lily enters the exhibit and 
interrupts the soundscape, her entrance signals the start of the play. (Freeman 4) 

This moment introduces the facilitators and establishes their role of interacting with the 

audience. In addition, by inviting the audience to recreate specific sounds from a penguin 

exhibit based on their own lived experiences and/or prior knowledge of animal habitats, 

the facilitators help the audience to take an integral role in transforming the physical 

place through sound.  

The second moment of interactivity invites audiences to demonstrate their 

knowledge of events in the story and to unpack some of the responses or actions of the 

characters in the play. Up to this point in the play, the important plot points include the 

formation of pair bonds between the six penguin characters: Wendy and Wallace, Guapo 

and Nita, and Roy and Silo. Each pair creates a nest, and eventually Wendy and Nita lay 

eggs. Meanwhile, Roy and Silo begin to incubate a rock. When the other pairs welcome 

their new fledglings to the colony, Roy and Silo stop eating. Lily, a young, precocious 

human visitor to the zoo, desperately wants to help — but Walter, the zookeeper, brushes 

her off, doesn’t offer any solutions, and leaves the aquarium. Frustrated, Lily turns to the 

audience and asks, “What is going on?” In this second moment of interactivity, the 

facilitators invite audiences to consider character choices and motivations, as well as 

question what is at stake for the characters in the play. 

Stage Directions, Second Interactive Moment:  
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The facilitators turn towards their small audience groups and brainstorm 
suggestions for Lily. They ask the following questions: What’s happening? Why 
are Roy and Silo not eating? What’s wrong with Walter? Once the audience has 
described the situation, the facilitators encourage the audience to question why. 
(Freeman 23)  

During this moment of audience participation, the facilitators utilize different levels of 

questioning in order to actively engage participants. Whereas earlier in the script, 

audiences are invited to recall their own lived experiences and use their voices to create 

an aquarium-like space, this moment of questioning by the facilitators invites audiences 

to think critically about the story on stage. In Asking Better Questions, Norah Morgan and 

Juliana Saxton discuss the importance of specificity when utilizing questioning as an 

active engagement strategy: 

Questions, like students, have an active role to play in the learning process. Some 
classifications of questioning identify their categories by type – for example, 
factual, conceptual, and contextual; here we offer one classification that identifies 
a general intention for each category. Rather than asking “What type of questions 
should I ask?” it is more practical to ask, “What do I want this question to do?” 
(45) 

While writing the interactive moments in the play, I wanted the use questions to actively 

engage the audience with the story, characters, and conflict. At this point in the play, Lily 

needs the audience. She is left alone on stage and is deeply worried about Roy and Silo. 

The questions during the second moment of interactivity help Lily to examine the facts of 

the situation in order to help her take action.  

This moment of interactivity also supports audiences in participating in their own 

learning, and in some ways helps subvert traditional, top-down pedagogical processes. As 

a feminist playwright, one of my main goals was to create moments of audience agency 

through invitations to participate in critical thinking. According to Morgan and Saxton, 

“Students have the right to participate in their education and to be offered the means by 

which they can share responsibility for their learning” (46). By following up each 
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question with “Why?” the facilitators in the play ask the audience to interpret the events 

while probing “for meaning essential to the understanding of the material” (51). By 

sharing facts and making meaning out of the play’s events together, the audiences work 

in collaboration with the facilitators and one another. Despite a sense of collective 

engagement around plot points, I am left with further questions about whether or not this 

process is artistically and aesthetically engaging. Additionally, I wonder whether the 

second moment of interactivity is necessary, given that the product of the dialogue in this 

interaction does not directly inform the action in the play. Yet, from a pedagogical 

perspective, I think checking in and engaging with audiences about the conflict in the 

story is exciting and interesting. 

The final moment of interactivity also aims to actively engage the audience 

through the use of different questioning strategies. In the script, Lily decides to give Roy 

and Silo an orphaned egg. The media then discovers that Roy and Silo are incubating an 

egg, which prompts activists—both in support and opposition to the same-sex penguin 

pair—to collect outside the exhibit. Walter shares with Lily that the zoo told him to split 

up Roy and Silo. Once again, he exits the stage without a solution, and Lily is left with 

the audience. Inspired by the activists’ signs from outside the exhibit, Lily leaves to find 

supplies to make her own sign. But before she leaves, she lets the audience know that she 

needs their help. 

Stage Directions Third Interactive Moment:   

The facilitators turn to the audience and discuss the activists and their signs. They 
ask the audience the following questions: What did they notice about the signs? 
What did the signs say? Once the audience has described the signs (the facilitators 
may even want to hold one of the signs as an example for their group), the 
facilitators question further. They ask the audience: What do you think the signs 
mean and why do they say what they do? How does this relate to Roy and Silo? 
(Freeman 29) 
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In this moment, the facilitators ask the audience to first describe the activists’ signs in 

detail. The signs consist of symbols and words, including: a large red circle with a slash 

through it, the word “unnatural,” an equal sign (the human rights campaign symbol), a 

large red heart, a sign with the word “No,” two blue penguins with a heart over their 

heads and a blue and red penguin with a heart over their heads, and another version of the 

penguin sign featuring a red circle and slash over the two blue penguins with a heart over 

their heads (see Illustrations for an example). Once the young audiences describe what 

they see on the signs, the facilitator asks, “how does this relate to Roy and Silo?” These 

questions, as described by Morgan and Saxton, invite audiences to apply information, 

clarify responses, and explore the notion of cause and effect in the story (53).  

In this moment in the play, audiences engage directly with the social justice 

content. I wrote the questions to allow the audiences to examine their own prior 

knowledge, build on that knowledge and experience in a collaborative learning space, and 

question what caused the events. As a result, I hoped that audiences might engage in 

critical thinking around LGBTQ injustice. As I stated earlier, engaging for the first time 

in content around injustice and oppression can feel traumatic. As I wrote the play, I 

wanted to acknowledge audiences’ varied developmental levels and knowledge of the 

issues. At the same time, I wanted to create a space for audiences to discover the LGBTQ 

injustice along with the characters in the play. These desires impacted how I crafted the 

questions above, and the ways the play works toward getting the audience on the same 

page about what is happening in the play and what it all means.  

After the facilitators discuss the signs and their meaning with their student groups, 

Lily returns to the stage ready to stand up for her beliefs. Her actions in this moment 

represent what I believe is a positive model of resistance. Even more importantly, this 

moment aims to demonstrate an example of youth activism based on audience 
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suggestions. Although Lily knows she wants to make her beliefs known and to stand up 

for Roy and Silo, she has trouble finding the right words — so she asks the audience for 

their assistance.  

Stage Directions Third Interactive Moment (Continued):   

In the four smaller groups, each facilitator brainstorms with the audience about 
what they think Lily’s poster could say. They list ideas on a pad of paper or poster 
board. They ask the audience the following questions: How does Lily feel in this 
moment? Why does she feel this way? What does Lily believe? What do you 
think her sign could say to show that? Why is it sometimes hard to stand up for 
what you believe? The facilitators then share some of the student’s ideas with 
Lily. (Freeman 30) 

Based on Lily’s reaction to the events, as well as the signs that they’ve seen in the play, 

audiences have the opportunity to construct and suggest slogans, symbols, and words that 

might help Lily’s character stand up for her beliefs. Although the facilitators do not ask 

the audiences to share their own opinions about the subject (I felt that might be too risky 

for the youth), they do offer the students the chance to help Lily and support her activism. 

In retrospect, this third moment of interactivity invites audiences to act as dramaturges, 

playwrights, and activists in order to offer Lily suggestions to achieve her goal: keeping 

Roy and Silo’s family together.   

It is important to mention that I revised this moment in the script multiple times. I 

struggled with how to actively engage audiences in the social justice content, specifically 

in this final moment with Lily. At first, I thought that audiences should have the 

opportunity to step into the world of the play and become the activists by creating signs 

with multiple perspectives that illustrated their own personal point of view. When I first 

imagined what this might look like, I pictured youth protesting against LGBTQ 

oppression and standing up for social justice. I could not imagine members of the 

audience standing in opposition to Roy and Silo’s pair bond or LGBTQ justice. But what 
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if someone did? Dramaturgically, I struggled with how to include interactivity in this 

moment because I started to anticipate certain responses as opposed to thinking deeply 

about the questions. I wondered, where does creativity or agency lie in this kind of 

structure? I also considered inviting the audience to represent perspectives, both for and 

against the pair bond that I could outline ahead of time. But once again, I struggled with 

what it meant to place young people or family audiences into the role of the oppressor or 

in sympathy with that perspective. I worried about reifying the oppressive status quo by 

asking students to debate these issues. Although I wanted to pursue dialogical, or 

inclusive, theatre through feminist pedagogy, I also did not want to affirm a place for 

heteronormativity.  

Lily and Walter are fictional characters, as are the other penguins in the aquarium. 

I created a fictional frame around Roy and Silo, who were in fact inspired by a real-life, 

same-sex pair of penguins. I drew on Bertolt Brecht’s use of distance in theatre as a tool 

for critical analysis of power. I wanted to create a fictional frame, around true events, to 

show audiences how institutional and relational power affirm heteronormativity and 

oppression. For example, before Lily makes her sign and stands up for Roy and Silo, she 

tries to talk to Walter, the adult zookeeper about the situation. Walter continually pushes 

her away and eventually says, “You’re just too young to understand.” Lily responds, “I 

understand completely; you’re scared!” The play suggests that Walter’s fear of 

controversy, and the prospect of losing his job, as well as his own belief system, notions 

of difference, and other societal pressures keeps him from taking action. This exchange 

between Walter and Lily is crucial in representing how power often situates between 

youth and adults. We also see how the power of Walter’s employer might affect his 

actions, which in turn affects the fate of Roy and Silo’s family. This dynamic also 

comments on the social and cultural constructions of heteronormativity and oppressive 
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hierarchies that normalize one representation of family. Alternatively, Walter and Lily’s 

relationship as a surrogate family might challenge — through affective non-familial 

bonds — or reify — through gender-stereotyped emotional roles — heteronormativity. In 

other words, representation might work to both support heteronormativity and subvert it 

in the play. It is my hope that the play does the later, extending the definition of family 

beyond heterosexual adults and their children. In Jan Cohen-Cruz’s book, Engaging 

Performance: Theatre as Call and Response, she describes Brecht’s playwriting:  

Brecht cajoled audiences to take a critically active look at quintessential power 
relationships embedded in plays but reflecting the world beyond. In asking 
spectators to stand back, observe, and challenge unjust norms, Brecht broke with 
the long-established western dramatic purpose of providing spectators with a 
cathartic experience, a great emotional release. (20) 

In other words, engaging audiences in the act of analyzing status quo stories and 

normative representations, Brecht pushed for audiences to think critically about power 

through performance. In writing And Then Came Tango, I wanted audiences to step back 

and think critically about power and oppression. If the play prompts audiences to 

question the status quo, young people might be one step closer to engaging in social 

justice through their participation in drama and theatre for youth.  

My uncertainty about the final moment of interactivity illustrates my internal 

struggle with the ethics of feminist performance pedagogy. Throughout the writing 

process, I questioned whether or not my script was indoctrinating young people with my 

own personal beliefs. On the other hand, if I worked to remain “neutral” (somewhat of an 

impossibility) and allowed young people or audiences to embody, share, and reify 

injustices against LGBTQ individuals, I worried the play could work against or in 

opposition to my social justice intentions. Other educators share my concerns about 

neutrality in relation to social justice curriculum. According to Joel Westheimer and 
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Joseph Kahne, if teachers strive to always share all sides of a story, they may cover up 

the oppressive forces they are trying to work against (17-18). George Counts claims 

“neutrality with respect to the great issues that agitate society… is practically tantamount 

to giving support to the most powerful forces engaged in the contest” (263). While I 

contemplated how to craft this interactive moment in the play, I imagined the role of the 

audience. How will students actively engage in this moment? What will they rehearse or 

perform in this moment? Dani Snyder-Young examines student participation in drama 

and theatre through Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed. She writes, “The rehearsal 

can be a space of exploration, of creativity, and of risk-taking. It can also be a space in 

which repetition of forms sets them in place, locking them in actors’ bodies. The tensions 

between ‘rehearsal for revolution’ and the reinforcing of hegemonic norms though 

rehearsal’s repetition remains a challenge of popular theatre” (42). This is exactly what I 

wanted to avoid during the audience participation in And Then Came Tango.  

In the end, I chose for the audience to actively engage in the social justice content 

through Lily, a character with strong and clear convictions about LGBTQ justice. The 

facilitators invite audiences to think deeply about what Lily represents in the play, and 

how they feel about it on an individual level. By creating a character and a space for 

audiences to witness youth activism, I hoped to actively engage audiences in critical 

thinking and action. The facilitators invite the audience to view the conflict through 

Lily’s experience while not requiring them to take on that perspective as their own. Thus, 

the play and the interactive moments work to introduce LGBTQ justice without 

essentializing this perspective, story, or example. As Cohen-Cruz writes, exploring the 

medium of “the aesthetic form of theatre, situated between intimacy and distance, is the 

way some difficult conversations are initiated. Too much intimacy can feel intrusive; too 

much distance can feel like nothing at all and easily be disregarded” (11). In other words, 
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it is our responsibility as artists to find the ways that drama and theatre provide us with 

metaphorical distance while not losing commitment and emotional engagement from the 

audience.  

ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT WITHIN THE ARTISTIC TEAM    

In addition to examining how active engagement situated in the writing process, I 

also wanted to explore this same tenant of feminist pedagogy with the artistic team. 

Engaging members of the artistic team in discussions around social justice, as well as 

observing their reactions to the tour’s cancelation and revised schedule, offered important 

insights for this study. In this section, I explore how the artistic team members named 

their own active engagement in the artistic process. Understanding the nature of active 

engagement in an artistic process might foster a better understanding of how feminist 

pedagogy situates for performers as opposed to audience members. Each member of the 

artistic team affected the process, as seen through our efforts to collaborate as a group, 

the ethos of the places and spaces we worked in, and finally the audiences who 

experienced the artistic team members’ performances in the production of And Then 

Came Tango.  

I distributed a survey during the last week of classes and asked the artistic team to 

respond to questions about their own “active engagement” during And Then Came Tango 

rehearsals and subsequent performances. Knowing that I wanted to study tenets of 

feminist pedagogy, I asked the artistic team to answer questions about their participation 

in a post-project survey (See Appendix C). The transcripts of the team members’ 

responses revealed different interpretations of the term “active engagement,” as well as 

varied opinions about how individuals felt they actively engaged in the process of touring 

And Then Came Tango. As I coded the data from the surveys, specific categories 
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emerged that highlight the artistic team’s collective thoughts about active engagement 

with the entire artistic community, as well as team members’ individual thoughts about 

activism and artistry. These categories include: active engagement with other members of 

the artistic team, with activism, and active engagement with artistry. Much as they did 

with reflective and reflexive processes, the participants described “active engagement” in 

relation to pivotal, or catalytic, moments throughout the process.  

Active Engagement with other Members of the Artistic Team 

One of the goals of feminist pedagogy, according to Kathryn Duncan and Michael 

Stasio, is to create classroom communities in which power and authority are decentered 

from the instructor (226). As an artistic team, building a sense of community was an 

essential aspect of our time together throughout the course of the semester. At the 

beginning of each rehearsal and performance, the entire team (including the director) 

participated in exercises that aimed to build community through trust, laughter, 

movement, and focus. The artistic team members took turns leading different activities, 

rather than the artistic team leadership being solely in charge of these warm-ups. This 

emphasis on fostering a community in which authority is shared was especially present 

when the tour was canceled. The moments of dialogue about the state of the tour were 

emotional and personally charged, but everyone was welcome and encouraged to share 

their reactions. We worked to create a feminist space in which the each member of the 

team could openly share their full self. According to Shrewsbury, this is an essential 

aspect of feminist community spaces:  

The personal can be recognized as political in a classroom with some sense of 
mutual community. Students may find connections with themselves, their 
individual and collective pasts, with others, and with the future. In such a 
classroom there is a need and desire to move learning beyond the walls of the 
classroom. Theory can be extended to action, and action can come back to inform 
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theory and that can lead again to action…Feminist pedagogy includes teaching 
strategies that are based on a reconceptualization of community with a richness 
that includes the autonomy and individuality of members who share a sense of 
relationship and connectedness with each other. (13) 

In many of their survey responses, the artistic team shared how they felt a deep sense of 

connection and allegiance to members of the artistic team after individuals risked sharing 

personal stories about their lives, identities, and struggles. I felt that the act of sharing 

individual stories within our artistic team community increased the sense of 

connectedness between artistic team members. When asked on their surveys to describe a 

moment in which the artistic team felt actively engaged, a significant number of 

participants mentioned feeling a sense of community amongst the artistic team. . For 

example, one artistic team member wrote: “We were all always there for each other. We 

were a community advocating for all types of families” (Artistic Team Member #4). This 

example reflects both what I observed as a participant and member of the artistic team, as 

well as what many other members of the artistic team shared in relation to the strong 

sense of community that developed during this process.  

 Another artistic team member describes how the experience of unpacking the 

events around the tour’s cancelation meant that they didn’t feel alone in the process:  

Artistic Team Member #1 
Post-project survey 

The dialogue that the team would have was extremely helpful in the process of 
becoming a better activist and artist. The moment that helped the most was the 
first meeting we all had after the tour was initially cancelled. Hearing everyone’s 
responses and thoughts to what was happening let me know that I wasn’t alone in 
my frustration and anger and that to be an effective artist/activist and to make 
change we must work as a community. (Artistic Team Member #1) 

This artistic team member describes the connectedness they experienced after actively 

engaging in dialogue as an artistic team community. Although this response does not 

mention active engagement directly, the transcript reveals a strong sense of commitment 
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to the production and the artistic team members. This participant describes the realization 

that other artistic team members shared reactions like anger and frustration, but that in 

order to address injustice, it is essential to work together as a community. As discussed 

earlier, feminist pedagogy fosters communities in which individuals feel a sense of 

autonomy as well as support from their learning communities. Artistic Team Member #1 

also talked about how the dialogue, or learning, that occurred as a collective inspired a 

sense of activism and collective action that would have been impossible without a strong 

community.  

 Through my observations and own experiences during the research and tour of 

And Then Came Tango, I discovered that a sense of commitment is often synonymous 

with a sense of engagement. The members of the artistic team who referenced the 

importance of having a sense of community did so in response to the survey question 

about active engagement. Building a sense of community is also a unifying objective 

amongst many feminist pedagogues. Our leadership team focused on fostering a sense of 

community, or belonging to the process, and creating a space for dialogue, questions, 

autonomy, and collective support. Based on what I observed and what the survey 

responses show, our focus on an open, collaborative and participatory process helped the 

artistic team actively engage with one another when faced with adversity. In the above 

transcripts, the artistic team members discuss the importance of dialogue with fellow 

artistic team members during a moment of crisis. Feminist performance pedagogy seems 

to be one that includes time and space for building community, taking the time to address 

challenges directly as they occur, inviting dialogue, and supporting individuals’ agency to 

participate in and witness this dialogue as desired. 
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Active Engagement as an Activist 

In addition to participants describing how they actively engaged as a community, 

many chose to share how they engaged as activists. The following transcript represents 

the sentiments of many artists in our group in response to the question about active 

engagement, who also described a desire for action. Artistic team member #7 describes 

activist engagement as both their participation in the touring production of And Then 

Came Tango and the act of promoting the play and its message as concrete forms of 

activism. 

Artistic Team Member #7 
Post-project survey 

There was a lot of active engagement in the show itself because we toured to 
schools, which was an activist process to spread our message. Another example is 
our promotion of the play as an activist process. Through word of mouth and 
social media we were able to reach so many people, even the media, with our 
message. The fact that every performance reached capacity is a testament to our 
hard work in the activist process. (Artistic Team Member #7) 

This artistic team member talks about the power of communication and the act of sharing 

the play as examples of both active engagement and activism. Throughout the rehearsal 

and touring process, artistic team members shared Facebook links and messages, posted 

on Twitter, and used email to communicate that the play was canceled by the Austin 

public schools. These online engagements ultimately gained media attention and inspired 

a national dialogue about TYA and LGBTQ justice. The media attention then fostered 

large audiences for our public performances at UT Austin following the tour. After 

reading this entry, I realized that this artistic member viewed raising awareness about the 

show and the state of the tour as examples of activism. As a feminist activist, I shared 

many of the feelings expressed by the artistic team. From the outset, I wanted to raise 
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awareness of LGBTQ injustice. Artistic team member #7 also describes an interest in 

community and national awareness of the play’s cancelation.  

The challenges that we overcame as an artistic team presented me with questions 

about the relationship between commitment to activism and experiences of adversity. Did 

the passion I sensed from the artistic team and their activist convictions manifest as a 

result of the tour’s cancelation? How did our collective challenges with the tour 

contribute to the artists’ sense of community and commitment to the messages of the 

play? What role does overcoming obstacles as a group play when approaching social 

justice work? Additionally, does active engagement in feminist pedagogy and/or feminist 

performance pedagogy require a personal experience with adversity? After this 

experience and examining the artistic team responses, I believe that a personal connection 

to the issue at hand, as well as support from a community engaged around the issue, is 

essential to feminist performance pedagogy. Even if the issues seem distanced from an 

individuals’ identity or perspectives, this process taught me that active engagement with 

an issue might occur by witnessing friends and colleges in a community struggle.   

Active Engagement as an Artist  

Whether the artistic team members engaged as the dramaturg, teaching assistant 

for the course, facilitator, or actor, the transcripts from the post-project survey illustrate 

how team members’ roles in the artistic process encouraged their active engagement in 

the production, the play’s message, and the process of creating the best experience 

possible for the intended young audience. In analyzing my observations, field notes, and 

the artists’ survey responses, I found many examples of how the group actively engaged 

as artists. Not all of the members of the artistic team named artistry as a way in which 

they engaged in this process. I chose the next two examples to illustrate how some of the 
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artistic team members describe their active engagement through their artistry. The first 

individual specifically discusses their involvement in artistic decisions, as well as the 

expected artistic, educational, or production roles they filled throughout the touring 

production process.  

Artistic Team Member #8 
Post-project survey 

All members of the cast and crew were welcome to actively engage the play and 
give personal artistic insight. I felt that the show was supported by the production 
team but felt that I could choose to be involved as much as I wished to be. 
(Artistic Team Member #8) 

This participant refers to the ability to voice personal opinions to the artistic team 

community, but also points out that participants were able to choose how much they 

actively engaged in the process. This brings up the question of agency, and whether or 

not participants were given the ability to manage their own engagement in the artistic 

process. In contrast, some of the transcripts describing activist engagement noted that 

active engagement was at times stressful, required more energy than anticipated, and 

required a large emotional investment. The transcripts that share reflections about 

activism don’t mention whether or not they had a choice in the matter, but they do say 

that it was worth it and that they would do it again. In relation to active engagement as an 

artist, the following individual describes the challenge of their role in the play in addition 

to mentioning the activist process.  

Artistic Team Member #9 
Post-project survey 

This experience supported active engagement for me as a Tango Team member 
artistically because I was a penguin, which meant I had to be expressive non-
verbally. Learning penguin mannerisms and discerning Nita’s personality posed 
an interesting challenge that pushed me as an actor. This experience supported 
active engagement as a Tango Team member in the activist process in that our 
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group was always very transparent about how the community reacted to our work 
and invited our thought. (Artistic Team Member #9) 

This artistic team member describes their experience of actively engaging as an actor and 

creating a new character through physical and movement exploration. Though this 

challenge wasn’t related to the social justice aspects of the process, it still required 

commitment. The team member also references the importance of community and 

introduces the concept of transparency in relation to the discussions and dialogues 

throughout the process. This is important, because I do wonder when moments of crisis 

occur, such as the cancelation of the tour, when is the best time to bring the group of 

collaborators together to discuss the situation? How do we balance community dialogue 

and working toward an artistic product?  

 Reading these responses, I wonder if active engagement as an artist required more 

than a commitment to one’s craft and role in the production. In contrast to the responses 

that describe activist engagement, which seems to involve action taken outside of 

rehearsal (such as advertising the production and the play’s message), the responses 

regarding artistic engagement seem limited to time spent in rehearsals. The individuals 

who describe engaging as artists don’t mention extra responsibilities, while many of the 

individuals who describe engagement as an activist seem compelled to shoulder 

additional responsibilities out of a sense of duty, their role as an ally, or their personal 

convictions. This comparison is particularly relevant to the question of how feminist 

performance pedagogy requires both artistic and activist engagement around social 

justice issues. I wonder how the two are actually one in the same? What is the 

relationship between activism and artistry for feminist performance pedagogy? As artists 

is it possible to separate ourselves from the activism inherent in performing in or creating 

work that addresses issues of social justice? Through this process, and reading the artistic 
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team reflections, I believe feminist performance pedagogy is fundamental activist. I am 

excited to further explore the artistic piece and how that might be emphasized in feminist 

performance pedagogy in the future.  

Actively Engaged?   

While many artistic team members described varied forms of participation in the 

touring production of And Then Came Tango, some reported a lack of engagement in the 

process.  

Artistic Team Member #11 
Post-project survey 

I felt the production members could have been more involved. After shows, I 
would like to have been a part of that talkback process [sic], but instead were 
moving the set. I think there could have been more dialogue between us and the 
director and playwright about our intent and the process. (Artistic Team Member 
#11) 

This participant references missed opportunities for engagement throughout the process. 

During the tour, when we performed at the high school, some of the artistic team 

members talked to the high school audience after the show. Unfortunately, the tight 

schedule required most of the artistic team to help load the set back into the tour truck. 

Artistic Team Member #11 also wanted more opportunities for dialogue about the 

“process” and “intent” of the tour. Although there were multiple discussions during 

rehearsal, this is not the first artistic team member to mention wanting more time to 

engage with the entire artistic community, and in particular the director and me, around 

the process.  

This response indicates that, while some members of the artistic team felt actively 

engaged, others seemed to feel as if they were on the periphery of the active engagement 

that took place throughout the process. Some identified strongly with their roles in the 
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production, and some discussed the power of the community as a way to actively engage. 

Community contributed to creating a safe and supportive space in which some artistic 

team members felt free to actively engage. Some of the artistic team members discussed 

how they actively engaged as an activist outside of the rehearsal room or the performance 

itself by communicating with friends and connections through social media or talking 

with audience members after the show. Another common thread was the power of the 

dialogue amongst the artistic community and how some participants wished there was 

more space and time for further discussion. One of the most significant themes that I 

noted in the transcripts is that active engagement grew out of the collective and individual 

challenges that the artistic team faced throughout the process of touring and attempting to 

tour And Then Came Tango. For example, my observations led me to believe that the 

artistic team demonstrated a stronger desire to get involved, come to rehearsals or 

performances, after the tour was canceled. I am left wondering (again) if feminist 

pedagogy and feminist performance pedagogy are only enacted in moments of great 

struggle? I am also struck by the power of struggle to generate such inclusive and strong 

community spaces, in which people feel free to risk the personal. At the same time, a 

sense of individuality, personal purpose, and autonomy contributed to the artistic team 

community, as we discovered that no role was insignificant. As we worked toward a 

practice that engages youth in social justice, the process of creating feminist rehearsal and 

community spaces proved important for many members of the artistic team, including 

me. Based on this observation, I feel that feminist performance pedagogy will engage 

artistic spaces rich in both community and autonomy. Cultivating these spaces creates the 

potential to risk the personal in order to work toward change and face adversity as a 

collective. Once we attend to these areas, we can actively engage in the challenges that 

face our youth and society.  
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ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT WITHIN THE COMMUNITY  

I hit “Reply” and start to type. “I chose 2nd and 3rd grade because I believe that 

elementary school is the perfect place to examine how representation or lack of 

representation affects attitudes towards difference and acceptance. Also I think for the 

many young people who have 2 dads, 2 moms, a single mom, or even a grandparent 

raising them, it's extremely important for them to see their own families represented on 

stage. So, yes! Hopefully my play will get published and hopefully you and your child can 

come see it one day. Thank you again. This has been a very constructive dialogue.”  

She responds the next day.  

“Dear Emily, It is rare to find someone so willing to engage in dialogue about 

their own product. I truly appreciate it… So, I guess I just wanted you to know that, due 

to the tolerance discussion that we can have after this, I will probably brave the sexuality 

discussion, which feels inevitable. I think the issue about tolerance of all viewpoints - 

including those who thought it an abomination to allow the males to raise a baby - is 

worth it. So, another way in which your play is instructive.  (I still wish my kiddo was 

older when she saw this though :) If you will be at the presentation, I would very much 

like to meet you.” 

In addition to actively engaging as an artist and pedagogue, I found myself 

defending my play and my decisions during this process as well. During this engagement 

with someone who questioned my choices or the tour, I found myself needing to find 

balance and compassion in my approach. If I had sent the email I originally wanted to 

send to this parent, I might have prevented possible dialogue. Although I didn’t expect 

her decision to change, I responded as honestly and authentically as I could. To my 

surprise, not only did she come with her child, but she stayed for the entire show. She left 

the room without speaking to me after the play, so I do not know her final feelings after 
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seeing the production, but I am deeply grateful she came. The fact that we came to the 

table together and actively engaged in dialogue, which resulted in her daughter seeing the 

play is remarkable given my initial interpretation of her first email.  

Active engagement with members of the Austin community (people originally 

outside of the scope of my intended research project) was an unexpected outcome of the 

process. But it became essential for featuring And Then Came Tango in schools and 

building alliances in the community and across the country. The acts of building 

alliances, practicing ethical research, and crafting transformative learning opportunities 

align with being a feminist playwright, researcher, pedagogue, and activist. Though I 

originally didn’t view community engagement as part of my new role as a playwright, it 

offered me the opportunity to practice engagement and alliance-building efforts around 

LGBTQ representation and justice in K-12 schools.  

CONCLUSIONS 

Feminist pedagogy inspires active engagement in deeply challenging, emotional, 

and personal material. Throughout this research process, I crafted the script and planned 

the post-show workshops in the hopes of creating a space for feminist pedagogy to 

actively engage audiences and participants, both artistically and critically, around 

LGBTQ justice. Moments of active engagement manifested in the form of community 

dialogue, artistic team members dialoguing as an artistic community, and even a feminist 

playwright/researcher having a lengthy email exchange with a parent deeply concerned 

about her daughter. Three words remained relevant to each of these stories and examples: 

challenge, learning, and struggle. In regards to active engagement, I learned that a strong 

sense of community, or feeling a part of something larger than one’s self, often fosters 

access to these difficult engagements. What is feminist performance pedagogy then —the 
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art of struggle? After participating in this project, I believe that a feminist performance 

pedagogy engages a creative, collective, and even artistic response to struggle. As I work 

toward a practice that engages youth in social justice, I reflect on the lessons I learned 

about active engagement. I learned how interactive drama and theatre can easily become 

problematic when addressing inequality. And yet there is significant potential for 

consciousness raising and social change with careful attention to facilitation, questioning 

and engagement strategies, and creating space for that dialogue to take place. I learned 

how dialogue within the artistic community resulted in significant active engagement in 

the issues. Finally, actively engaging with community members, and especially the parent 

who emailed, resulted in one more young person seeing this play.  Understanding 

engagement in this project might aid in creating resilient and community-oriented artistic 

teams that are prepared to address injustices through art and activism.  
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Chapter Four 

The tension in the air is thick. Principals, district administrators, and university 

faculty, staff, and administrators sit in the back of the room. They are here to see the play 

with their own eyes and hopefully to discuss the viability of continuing the tour to schools 

in the district.  A small number of young people from a private school sit close to the 

stage and facilitators. The artistic team is at places. Will the Austin public school district 

get back on board? Will watching the play change their minds? Or will they just walk 

away? Will more second and third grade students see this play? I face the stage and take 

a deep breath. The facilitators begin the show, and the young people are immediately 

engaged using their bodies and voices to transform the room through sound. The final 

interactive moment arrives, and Lily asks the group for suggestions for her own protest 

sign. One young student loudly shouts: “It’s fine!” The actress playing Lily stands 

holding her sign with the student’s message clearly printed in bold letters and chants, 

“It’s fine! It’s fine! It’s fine!”  

It’s perfect. I couldn’t have asked for a clearer message for the gatekeepers 

sitting in the room. As the last scene of the play unfolds, I am struck by how clearly art is 

mimicking life, including the struggle in which we are currently engaged around this play 

and its ideas. Lily looks to Walter and asks, “What happens next?” Walter replies, “I 

don’t know.” Lily: “They can’t take her, can they?” Walter: “I don’t know. If you believe 

in something enough, you’ll do anything to make it happen.” Lily: “That’s how I feel.” 

Walter: “Me too.” 

After Walter’s line, I turn for the first time to brave a look at the group of people 

responsible for deciding the outcome of the tour. I am struck when I see one principal in 

tears. It is this moment I am reminded that the artistic team and I are not the only ones 
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engaged in the struggle. These principals and the teachers at their schools are 

challenged every day — to achieve high test scores, appease parents, balance budgets, 

balance student and parent needs, and make their classrooms and schools better places. I 

wonder how many of the principals feel that their own identities, and those of their 

students, are not welcome in public schools. I wonder if they feel the need to enforce a 

neutral front. If they support the play, could their decision jeopardize their jobs? Their 

students? Their own families? Will their decisions be considered political driven? I 

wonder, what happens next? 

CONTEXTS AND METHODS 

The final tenet of feminist pedagogy that I examine in relation to the touring 

production of And Then Came Tango is that of engaging in the struggle, or intentionally 

working toward change even in the face of great challenge. As I planned and outlined the 

research project this past fall, I worried about writing this chapter. I wondered: Will I 

have data that reflects individuals engaged in a struggle? Reflective and reflexive 

processes, as well as active engagement, have rich theoretical discourses and debate that 

ground them in the social sciences. Examining these terms in relationship to the 

fieldwork felt more accessible. But how does feminist pedagogy ask us to engage “with 

others in a struggle to get beyond our sexism and racism and classism and homophobia 

and other destructive hatreds and to work together to enhance our knowledge” 

(Shrewsbury 8)? In other words, how does feminist pedagogy invite participants to 

struggle collaboratively to create safe spaces to learn and grow, while also subverting the 

oppressive hegemonic forces that are at work in our rehearsal rooms, classrooms, and 

communities? I felt concerned about whether my fieldwork could reflect such an 
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enormous concept, I also worried about the ethics of a researcher setting out to create 

experiences during which young participants are meant to struggle.  

The semester started, and my fears of not having data, experiences, or examples to 

reference in this chapter quickly dissipated. In fact, the process of writing, rehearsing, 

and touring And Then Came Tango offered a series of continuous struggles. In this 

chapter, I analyze the events that occurred throughout this process in relation to this third 

tenet of feminist pedagogy. I explore the ways in which I worked against hegemonic 

systems and LGBTQ injustice as I created theatre for young audiences. I also examine 

how the artistic team members grappled with LGBTQ injustice throughout the course of 

the semester. Finally I return to my research at the charter elementary school to examine 

the second and third grade student participants. Specifically, I explore how the idea of 

engaging in a struggle manifested in an elementary school context; in the process, I 

discovered that the concept is even more complex than I initially imagined. I observed 

how young people moved through challenging material and gained insight into the kinds 

of support they might need to engage in this kind of social justice work. Additionally, I 

borrow from literature around feminist teaching, performance, and activism in order to 

frame my discussion around the value of struggling for social justice as a community or 

coalition. 

The process of touring And Then Came Tango incited controversy. In this chapter, 

I question whether this controversy is the very thing that created a sense of community, 

as well as individual agency and empowerment, and finally dialogue about 

heteronormativity in public schools. The reception or lack of reception of the play 

revealed societal contexts and systemic power dynamics within public schools. The 

cancelation of the tour offered a catalyst for entering alternative schools, such as the 

charter school elementary school where I engaged in research. As mentioned earlier, this 
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school has a reputation for inclusiveness and openness, and thus seems to draw different 

types of families, including LGBTQ families. I imagine that this specific school culture 

directly impacted the student audiences’ reception of the play, their participation in the 

play, and their participation in the post-show workshop. This makes me question the 

play’s intended audience? Performing in an accepting environment feels very different 

than a place that might respond with fear. How do we choose which places to struggle in 

and for? What are the possibilities to for struggle in both accepting places and those that 

are not? Finally, since the struggle, on this level, was not constructed as a part of the 

research study, and rather manifested throughout the process, I question how we might 

intentionally construct feminist pedagogy within drama and theatre contexts in the future 

and whether or not it is a process that can be replicated with young people, much like the 

temporary nature of theatre itself.  

BACKGROUND AND THEORY 

Many feminist scholars, including bell hooks, refer to terms such as “the 

struggle,” “a struggle,” or just “struggle” in their writing. “The significance of the 

feminist movement (when it is not co-opted by opportunistic, reactionary forces) is that it 

offers a new ideological meeting ground for the sexes, a space for criticism, struggle, and 

transformation” (hooks 35). bell hooks describes the potential inherent in the spaces 

forged by the feminist movement, spaces that invite critical thinking — spaces that make 

the invisible power structures in our society visible, a space for the battle, effort, or the 

undertaking, and space for people or structures to transform or shift. This struggle for 

social justice invites us to enter an arena in which many social theorists have engaged in 

discourse and debate. Marxist theory references the process in which change or 

transformation is inspired by struggle. According to Raymond Marrow, Karl Marx 
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focused on examining class struggles, which feminist theorists critique due to a lack of 

acknowledgement of gender and its influence in this class hierarchy (1745-1755). Despite 

the sometimes narrow focus on particular areas of struggle, it is significant to recognize 

the many references of struggle as a catalyst for change within the social sciences and 

social justice scholarship. Paulo Friere paved the way for critical pedagogy as along with 

other theorists who explore how transformation (social justice) might happen through 

struggle. In Pedagogy of Hope: Reliving Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire outlines a 

process of liberation or social justice through critical consciousness, education, love, and 

hope. “Without a minimum of hope, we cannot so much as start the struggle. But without 

the struggle, hope as an ontological need dissipates, loses its bearings, and turns into 

hopelessness. And hopelessness can become tragic despair. Hence the need for a kind of 

education in hope” (Pedagogy of Hope 3). Freire references a need to struggle and argues 

that struggle does not exist without a sense of hope. Hope is one of the main reasons that 

I engage in theatre and social justice with young people. I believe that young people have 

the capacity to shift our world. Art and pedagogy crafted for and with youth is grounded 

in hope. Therefore, as I ask the question — How do we work to towards a TYA practice 

that engages youth in social justice? — I must acknowledge the potential and even 

essential nature of struggle within this goal. 

PLAYWRIGHT/RESEARCHER ENGAGED IN THE STRUGGLE  

There were many moments in which I felt challenged, faced with insurmountable 

obstacles, and even defeated as I worked toward LGBTQ justice throughout the scope of 

this project and beyond. As discussed in earlier chapter, I also faced moments in which I 

debated whether or not I was the right person to engage in this particular fight. Here, I 

offer several moments of struggle that proved to be significant sites of learning for me as 
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a playwright, researcher, and activist. As I examined my field notes and reflected on my 

own experiences, specific categories emerged that directly relate to working toward 

social justice, including moments in which knowledge was formed through struggle and 

strength was discovered within struggle. In this section I explore how I engaged feminist 

pedagogy through, within, and against struggle and how it shaped my journey toward a 

TYA practice that engages youth in social justice. 

Learning through Struggle 

The process of learning through struggle seems to contradict feminist 

pedagogues’ efforts to create safe spaces for participants in a classroom, rehearsal room, 

or during a performance. But safe spaces are not synonymous with passive spaces. Anne 

Elizabeth Armstrong and Kathleen Juhl discuss the difference between safety and risk: 

[T]hough some might conceive of the feminist classroom or rehearsal hall as a 
“safe” space for artistic exploration, others see it as a “safe” space to take 
dangerous risks and confront difference, and still others eschew the whole idea of 
“safety” in their pedagogy, instead focusing on generative confrontations and 
discomfort (10).  

What if artists and educators do not engage in struggle? Is there a danger of upholding the 

hegemonic status quo in our schools, rehearsal rooms, and on our stages? Kevin 

Kumashiro describes the process of engaging in anti-oppressive teaching as inciting 

crisis. He writes that if  

Students are not experiencing crisis, they likely are not learning things that 
challenge the knowledge they have already learned that supports the status quo, 
which means that they likely are not learning to recognize and challenge the 
oppression that plays out daily in their lives. What is unethical is an approach to 
teaching and learning that does not involve crisis. (Kumashiro 32) 

This concept is significant for exploring what a feminist performance pedagogy might 

look like, because Kumashiro describes a careful or passive approach to social justice 
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issues in the classroom — but I argue that these passive approaches are unethical in a 

rehearsal room or on stage. He raises the stakes for educators and artists to create 

experiences in which young people encounter crisis in order to learn about the realities of 

societal oppressions.  

As a playwright and researcher, I felt uncomfortable or unable to predict 

outcomes, and questioned my perspective in relation to the work. These ruptures in my 

process resulted in rich sites of critical thinking. The crisis that defined the touring 

production of And Then Came Tango began with the first principal’s reaction to the play 

and continued as a result of the subsequent actions from the public school district. During 

the precarious state of the tour, when I could not predict how the first principal’s reaction 

would affect the future of the tour, I learned a lot about the politics of working with 

public schools. From that day forward, I was excluded from conversations between 

district administrators, principals, and teachers. I was surprised when the remaining 

principals in the tour schedule came to UT to see And Then Came Tango for themselves. 

Afterward, they all seemed interested in continuing the tour and the research process. As 

described in the story that opened this chapter, art mimicked life, and until the artistic 

team and I heard the final word about the tour’s cancelation, we were not sure what 

would happen. The results surprised all of us: 

October 25, 2012 
Freeman Field Notes  

We waited all week and didn’t hear anything. Thursday was a day off for the cast. 
Finally Friday, (the chair of the Theatre and Dance Department at UT) and (the 
Fine Arts Director from the district) exchanged phone calls with the end result: 
there will be no more performances in (Austin public schools)…The principals 
were on board, but when (the director of And Then Came Tango) asked (the Fine 
Arts Director from the district) what the superintendent of the district thought, he 
said, “after viewing the video there are still some concerns.” This is the only 
reason we have for the cancelation. (Field Notes 25 Oct. 2012) 
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One of the lessons I learned about working with public schools, as well as the 

power distribution in school districts, is that decisions are often made via top-down 

approaches, and these decisions affect hundreds of people. The district decided the fate of 

the tour for the remaining nine schools, which left me wondering about the principals and 

what they wanted for their individual school campuses. Additionally, communication 

became political; contact with me seemed regulated by the district. I attempted to reach 

out to each of them and never heard back. I wondered if the principals were instructed to 

not speak to me after the final decision was made?  Each of these challenges felt 

personal, and I was admittedly hurt by the dynamics of our communication and the 

district’s decision-making around the tour.  

However, as a feminist playwright and pedagogue, these tensions taught me a lot 

about the nature of gatekeepers. If I am working toward a TYA practice that engages 

youth in social justice, my efforts are and will continue to be political. I am realizing that 

I must learn to either expect this kind of pushback from powerful gatekeepers, and/or 

work to build this challenge into my process. If I anticipate these reactions around social 

justice content in the future, I might choose alternative sites or decide to work with 

individuals (as opposed to large districts) from the start. With that same knowledge, I 

might also choose to continue to return to these places and gatekeepers until the doors are 

opened. As stated earlier, who is the target audience for feminist performance pedagogy? 

Should I focus my efforts solely on audiences that support and celebrate the social justice 

messages inherent in my art, or those places that require more time and struggle to gain 

access to and work with? I believe that it is both. The young people in both places 

deserve access to the same experiences, and so do their adult gatekeepers.  
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Strength within Struggle  

After the tour was officially canceled, I ended up feeling supported because there 

were so many alternative schools, teachers, and principals that wanted And Then Came 

Tango to come to their schools.  

October 17, 2012 
Freeman Field Notes  

We performed for (the private elementary school) today, and I was so moved by 
their positive reception of the play. We had a very small space so we couldn’t 
raise the arch but it didn’t matter. As the kids walked into the space I heard them 
gasp when they saw the set and how we had transformed the space. (Field Notes 
13 Nov. 2012) 

The principal at the private school mentioned above publicly thanked the ensemble after 

the performance and shared that she planned to speak with the media about her school’s 

experience with hosting the play. She wanted people to know that her school supported 

the message of the play. Marilyn Frankenstein talks about the power of dissent in her 

work as a practitioner working with youth activists: “The hope is that when we 

understand that not everyone goes along, when we study some of the many ways people 

have and are continuing to resist the exploitative actions of those in power, we can realize 

that our efforts to resist injustice and create more justice in the world matter” 

(Frankenstein 40). As I reflect on the power of individuals versus a collective, I think 

about how devastated I felt when the group of Austin public schools was not able to see 

the play. Although individual principals and teachers within the group of schools seemed 

to support the play, not one of those individuals stood up in opposition, in a way that was 

visible to me, to the district’s decision. I believe this reveals how political and personal 

this choice might have been for many of those teachers and principals. I wonder if they 

feared for their jobs. I can’t help but ask, “what if one teacher or principal spoke out and 

publically supported the play? Would others have followed?” The principal from the 
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private school felt empowered to share with others that she supported the play, but she is 

also working in a very different context. A private school is beholden to board members 

and their own internal hierarchies; public schools are implicated in a complex web of 

power systems leading up to the state level. Some of the efforts of the artistic team and 

members of the community made on behalf of LGBTQ justice may have been small, but 

they were still brave. I know that I personally felt a great sense of hope and renewed 

energy to work toward social justice when I witnessed people such as the principal 

mentioned above standing up for And Then Came Tango, the play’s message, and the 

young people in the audiences.  

ARTISTIC TEAM ENGAGED IN THE STRUGGLE  

I believe the experience of engaging in the struggle as an artistic team established 

a sense of solidarity for the artists involved in And Then Came Tango. I witnessed a clear 

shift in ownership over the success of the production from members of the artistic team 

after the state of the tour was threatened. The semester started with many of the 

undergraduate performers reluctant to attend the early morning rehearsals, and, although 

many members of the artistic team were extremely positive throughout the process, the 

few who showed a lack of engagement claim a central place in my memory. In contrast to 

many of the artistic team members who demonstrated a desire for action in reaction to the 

challenges we faced, some of the transcripts from the post-production surveys show that 

members of the artistic team are still laboring to understand their own beliefs or the 

beliefs of their families. The range of reactions to the events that occurred throughout the 

academic semester demonstrate the variety of perspectives represented within the artistic 

team, as well as how people experience and interpret crisis on an individual level.  
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The transcripts from the post-project surveys revealed different interpretations of 

what it means to engage in the struggle, as well as varied opinions about how individuals 

felt they both personally and collectively worked toward LGBTQ justice. As I coded the 

data from the artists’ surveys, specific categories emerged from the artistic team 

members’ responses. Including: a sense of personal fulfillment, a desire to promote the 

play, and a willingness to risk the personal, and recognizing a theatre of small changes. 

Although the responses on the transcripts are varied, I observed a collective recognition 

of great effort, heartache, and challenge in the process, as well as resistance to hegemonic 

societal norms that enforce LGBTQ injustice.  

Personal Fulfillment  

In the previous chapter, in which I discussed how the artistic team actively 

engaged in the process, I found that many of the transcripts reflected a sense of 

community and collective engagement. As I analyzed the artistic team members’ 

responses to the survey questions related to working for social justice, I wanted to see 

how many of them referenced the importance of this process for them as an individual. 

Artistic team member #5 represents the many individuals who described their 

involvement in And Then Came Tango as rewarding on a personal level.  
 
 Artistic Team Member #5 
 Post-project survey  

For me, being part of this play was me being engaged in social change. I 
supported the message of broading [sic] the definition of “family” to include 
anyone and everyone. Hearing about children who are so happy to see their family 
on stage is so rewarding because their family may not be structured according to 
social norms yet they have accepted and embraced it. (Artistic Team Member #5) 

Artistic team member #5 gives an example of how they perceived their involvement in 

the production supporting LGBTQ individuals and their families. In addition to 
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performing at different schools, UT hosted five well-attended performances, including 

one performance specifically for LGBTQ families. After each performance, the artistic 

team members were given the opportunity to meet with audience members in the lobby. 

Many of the young people and their parents thanked the actors and other artistic team 

members for their involvement in the production. This example highlights an interesting 

consideration around the power of connecting relationally with people who experience 

injustice. I wonder how interacting with LGBTQ families and young people affected all 

of the artistic team members’ experiences. How were the artistic team members affected 

by interacting with people who might experience injustice because of their identities? In 

the future, these questions might be interesting to explore with artistic team members 

who may feel personally distanced from the social justice issue until they meet someone 

personally affected by oppression. In addition to these considerations, I wonder how 

many artistic team members felt a sense of accomplishment when they were finally able 

to perform in front of young people and family audiences. I know that I felt personally 

fulfilled when I watched audiences engage with the play. Connecting with audiences after 

the show only increased this sense of achievement, thanks to the gratitude I received from 

community members and family audiences. These moments made engaging in the 

struggle feel truly worthwhile. 

Promotion of the Play 

The following reflections demonstrate particular artistic team members’ 

understanding of how they worked against LGBTQ injustice by personally supporting or 

promoting the message of the play. Artistic team member #17 references how surprised 

they felt when the play’s message was questioned by the school district. The fact that this 
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person was so surprised also reveals a learning moment about the realities of LGBTQ 

oppression.  

Artistic Team Member #17 
Post-project survey 

During the play’s run time, we all saw the struggle first hand as our tour was 
cancelled for its “inappropriate” content. The fact that in the year 2012, a play of 
this nature is considered wrong by the school systems was a complete shock to 
me. I see nothing wrong with this material and I feel like its message is so pure 
and direct that it needs to be seen by as many people as possible. (Artistic Team 
Member #17) 

This artistic team member also names their personal stance, which is in opposition to the 

district’s decision. Naming and owning a position might be considered one step toward 

working to combat oppression. This participant also states that they believe many people 

should see and experience the play because of the play’s message. Before the tour was 

canceled, this artistic team member might represent an example of someone who was 

unaware of the veiled LGBTQ oppressions at play in our society. Because of the 

opposition to the play’s production, this team member’s own consciousness was raised, 

and they experienced the activation of a desire to advocate for the play and its message. 

In a similar way, the following artistic team member recognizes external judgment in 

relation to the plays’ message.  

Artistic Team Member #15 
Post-project survey 

I have engaged in the struggle for social change by just being honest with myself 
and supporting everything throughout this process, despite what people outside of 
this theatre community may think of me. (Artistic Team Member #15) 

Artistic team member #15 specifically references judgment from others outside of the UT 

Austin Department of Theatre and Dance, but also notes that this did not deter them from 

their own involvement in or support of the production. Although I think that many of the 
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artistic team members might have felt apprehensive about the play, the message, and 

even the target audience’s age at different stages, only a few make reference to those 

hesitations in these transcripts, which were all written at the end of the semester. Artistic 

team member #7 does actually reference their personal journey in relation to content of 

the play.  

Artistic Team Member #7 
Post-project survey 

At first I was kind of hesitant about promoting the play because I didn’t know 
much about the storyline other than it was about gay penguins. After experiencing 
the show and feeling the emotions of this process, I realize how proud I am to be a 
part of something like this. I know I have opened my friend’s minds as well by 
always talking about it and having them come see the show. (Artistic Team 
Member #7) 

This response reminds me again that small changes might have occurred for members of 

our artistic team. Artistic team member #7 acknowledges how they felt pride in their 

involvement after “feeling the emotions of this process,” in other words, after engaging in 

the struggle. In addition, Artistic team member #7 references talking about the play and 

the message to their friends and how it “opened up their [the friends’] minds.” By 

promoting the play and sharing the story, this person felt a sense of pride in their efforts. 

While many of the artistic team members felt that working against oppression 

included their involvement in the production and   its promotion, not all of the artistic 

team members felt comfortable sharing or promoting the play.  

Artistic Team Member #11 
Post-project survey 

I could do more. I was scared to promote the play to my family and friends 
because they might not agree with the message. I didn’t want to taint something I 
loved. (Artistic Team Member #11) 
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This participant shares that they were afraid to invite others, and specifically people close 

to them, to the production. I feel moved by Artistic team member #11’s response because 

it illustrates the stakes for members of the artistic team in relation to their involvement in 

this production. I do not think this individual was the only one to confront these fears and 

as a result make the decision to not invite family members or friends to the performances. 

Acknowledging this fear demonstrates how challenging this process was for individuals 

in the production. This leads me to consider how risking the personal was a significant 

part of the artistic team members’ engagement in the struggle for social justice.  

Risking the Personal  

The following responses refer to personal conviction and the politics or risk 

involved in participating or supporting the play’s message.  

Artistic Team Member #9 
Post-project survey 

I feel as though I have engaged in the struggle for social change in that this play 
received opposition. The struggle we went through, with the press and politics, 
firmly instilled in me the necessity to stay strong and keep doing work I believe 
in, which is exactly what the production of And Then Came Tango was. (Artistic 
Team Member #9) 

Strength as a result of crisis revealed itself in different ways throughout the process and 

transcripts from the artistic team. Artistic team member #9 talks about the fact that the 

opposition to the production instilled a strong sense of commitment to the play. While 

artistic team member #9 talks about the entire process and the many different struggles 

that cumulatively added up to their loyalty to the project, artistic team member #2 talks 

about one specific moment in rehearsal that caused them to personally shift.  

Artistic Team Member #2 
Post-project survey 
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The specific moment that I really felt like the struggles that homo[sic] those 
identifying as homosexuals experience was the day in which we did not perform 
but yet met to express our thoughts and such. That day [the assistant director] 
expressed how at times he has to “conform” to the means of society, which 
although he dislikes it, he does because it means that he can access those 
individuals, who need guidance, who need to see other homosexuals making it 
etc. (Artistic Team Member #2) 

This moment of raw and personal story is reflected in many of the artistic team members’ 

responses. Artistic team member #2 references the assistant director of the production in 

this response. The assistant director shared his own experience as a queer person of color 

and teacher in a collective dialogue after the play’s cancelation. Many of the students 

looked up to him throughout the process, and the moment when he shared a very personal 

story about his own identity is a clear example of the how risking the personal is a 

powerful aspect of feminist pedagogy. The artistic team greatly respected this individual, 

and because of their personal relationships with him, hearing his story might have shifted 

their understanding of LGBTQ oppression, particularly among those members of the 

artistic team who identify as heterosexual. The artistic team members witnessed firsthand 

what it can look like to engage in the struggle from a queer perspective.  

A Theatre of Small Changes  

Some artistic team members refer specifically to heteronormativity, a concept the 

team discussed at the beginning of the semester, and how the play and their participation 

worked against this norm.   

Artistic Team Member #6 
Post-project survey 

I believe that by participating in this production we a pushing for a social change. 
We are pushing for an open minded and accepting society. By showing different 
types of families in this production, we are pushing for social acceptance, and 
chipping away at heteronormativity. (Artistic Team Member #6) 
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Artistic team member #6 not only talks about how participation in And Then Came Tango 

was an act of struggling against oppression; they also talk about the power of 

representation as a way to disrupt and work against the status quo in schools. They talk 

about the value of young people and schools experiencing LGBTQ stories as a small step 

toward dismantling heteronormativity in schools. Similarly, artistic team member #1 also 

talks about how participating in this production provided them with a personal 

opportunity to get involved in social justice work and activism.  

Artistic Team Member #1 
Post-project survey 

I think just being a part of this process and seeing the community supporting us 
has been a foot in the door for me being involved in social change. To know that a 
piece of work like this exists and is changing people’s perceptions is a wonderful 
thing. Like [the assistant director] said, “we are chipping away at the wall, piece 
by piece. (Artistic Team Member #1) 

This imagery of chipping away at oppressive boundaries, making small steps towards 

change, or opening doors to an activist life style fills me with hope. Artistic team 

members #1 and #6 feel hopeful because the scale via which they are measuring their 

own experiences or that of their fellow artistic team members is specific. They do refer to 

the need to change society as a result of this play, but they also see the possibility of 

small shifts. Michael Balfour references a “theatre of little changes” as an achievable goal 

that grants space for accidental discoveries or, in our case, unexpected struggles in the 

pursuit of social justice (357). Measuring change as a result of the touring production of 

And Then Came Tango is a lofty goal that is outside the scope of this thesis. Still, given 

that one of the goals of the project was to work toward a TYA practice that engages 

youth in social justice, I think the number of artistic team members who felt personally 

engaged in social justice for young people and LGBTQ families as a result of this 

production is a testament to the power it had to enact social change.  
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As with the other tenants of feminist pedagogy, the artistic teams members’ 

interpretations of “struggle” proved varied. Many discussed stories or sentiments that 

demonstrate gains in knowledge through struggle. Some respondents reference resiliency 

and strength that grew out of the struggle. Strength appeared as an individual process as 

well as something that was supported by the artistic team collective. Finally, many 

reflections demonstrated small shifts or changes that the artistic team members felt 

personally. The reflections also demonstrated a sense of hope that their work helped 

combat oppression. Not all of the members of the artistic team engaged in the struggle in 

the same way. For some, their involvement in the production alone verified that the 

personal is political. I noticed that this was true for both artistic team members who were 

excited about this level of engagement, and others who feared anything beyond this form 

of participation. Other artistic team members went outside of the rehearsal and 

performance spaces to actively promote the play as well as the controversy surrounding 

it. In reading the artistic team members’ responses, I observed the importance of both 

public and private activist sentiments.  

YOUNG AUDIENCES ENGAGED IN THE STRUGGLE 

I am filled with hope while I watch the young people at the charter school 

participate and experience And Then Came Tango today. Many of the students are 

smiling, sitting up on their knees to see, and some are even making their own version of 

the “thinking face”: brows furled, eyebrows raised, and eyes that seem to look through 

the action on stage and toward a new thought. I am wrapped up in the beauty and chaos 

of it all, when my eyes and ears suddenly focus on two boys sitting near me. One of the 

boys nudges the other and makes a face that I think says: “ewe!” The other boy looks up 

at the stage. Roy and Silo cuddle in their nest. The boy turns to the first and responds: 
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“My moms are gay.” I inhale a sharp breath. What is going to happen? Will there be an 

argument? Both boys go back to watching the play. I exhale.  

Throughout the performance and during the post-show workshop, I looked and 

listened for moments in which the second and third grade students at the charter 

elementary school worked to understand LGBTQ injustice in addition to working against 

oppression. In this last section of the chapter, I analyze observations from my field notes 

as well as reflections from my colleague, who co-planned and facilitated the post-show 

workshops at the charter school. This process revealed unexpected challenges. I 

recognize that the context in which students engaged with And Then Came Tango and the 

post-show workshop—namely, school—might feel safe to some and extremely unsafe to 

others. William Ayers describes the relationship between education, social justice, 

struggle, and hope: 

Education is an arena of struggle as well as hope—struggle because it stirs in us 
the need to look at the world anew, to question what we have created, to wonder 
what is worthwhile for human beings to know and experience—and hope because 
we gesture toward the future, toward the impending, toward the come of the new. 
Education is where we ask how we might engage, enlarge, and change our lives, 
and it is, then, where we confront our dreams and fight out notions of the good 
life, where we try to comprehend, apprehend, or possibly even change the world. 
Education is contested space, a natural site of conflict—sometimes restrained, 
other times in full eruption—over questions of justice. (Ayers 2010) 

This quote reminds me that educational contexts may manifest as an arena for students 

and teachers. When I imagine an arena, I think about large crowds and observers, noise, 

battle, triumph, danger, loss, and fear. If education requires us to step into this arena, it is 

no wonder that students often look to teachers for the right answer and fear the struggle 

of creating their own thoughts and ideas.  

During the performance, I observed moments that reflected students in moments 

of struggle or dialogue with one another about the content of the play and their 



 99 

relationship to that content. My story about the two boys watching Roy and Silo cuddle 

could reflect how young people are empowered to engage in “risking the personal.” 

However, for the rest of the chapter, I will focus on the youth participants and activities 

in the post-show workshop, exploring how some of the activities centering on social 

justice became individual arenas of struggle for students, the facilitator, and me.  

During the post-show workshop, the facilitator and I invited students to recall 

important moments from the production, embody characters from the play in order to 

demonstrate these moments, and interview Roy and Silo’s fledgling, Tango, who entered 

the classroom as a puppet (see Appendix A). While interviewing Tango, many of the 

students asked her what it felt like to be alone, to finally find a home, and to have two 

dads. Here is an overview of student comments that occurred when Tango, the small hand 

puppet, arrived in the classroom during the final post-show workshop of the day: 

Student Response #1: “I hope she’s real!”  

Student Response #2: “It’s real!” 

Student Response #3: “How did it feel to come out of the egg?” 

Student Response #4: “Do you have really cool dads?” 

Student Response #5: “How did it feel when you had to be moved?” 

Student Response #6:“How did it feel like when they were hugging or loving on 
her when you hatched?” 

Student Response #7: “How did it feel when you were in the egg?” 

The students tapped into the pivotal moments in Tango’s life, including: when she was 

inside her egg, when the egg was moving around the aquarium, when she eventually 

hatched from her egg, and when she met her dads for the first time. Although these 

questions don’t reveal the students’ own experiences with life challenges, they might be 
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considered moments in which Tango experienced struggle, joy, hope, and love. The 

students took their opportunity to interview Tango very seriously. I observed an overall 

focus from the class as students embodied reporters by sitting up straight and pretending 

to scribble notes on a pad. Although a debate about whether or not Tango was a stuffed 

animal continued throughout the interview, students showed great compassion and 

empathy for the baby penguin in the new environment of their classroom. They lowered 

their voices, and in the end asked to pet her, which they did with great care. I hope that 

this activity allowed the students to empathize with a young character and her struggles.  

The final section of the workshop invited students to share their own stories and 

experiences. My co-planner/facilitator and I discussed at length about whether or not to 

invite students to place themselves into the conflict of the story. In the end, we crafted an 

opportunity for them to transfer some of the important themes to their own lives. Here are 

student responses during the final activity in the fourth and final workshop of the day:  

Facilitator: “Who was Lily and what did she stand up for?” 

Student Response #1: “She was the little girl always helping out.” 

Student Response #2: “What are protesters?” 

Student Response #3: “People who are standing up for their rights?” 

Student Response #4: “People that are gay.” 

Facilitator: “What do you believe in?” 

Student Response #1: “Being gay” 

Student Response #2: “Safe habitats.” 

Student Response #3: “Everyone should have a family.” 

Facilitator: “What are ways to stand up for our beliefs?” 

Student Response #1: “Tell people.” 
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Student Response #2: “Communicate that gay is okay.” 

During the discussion, the students who shared responses seemed to understand the social 

justice aspects of the play and were able to give an example of how activism might 

transfer to other issues when they shared the idea of “safe habitats.” But, as with any 

class, there were students who did not share ideas and did not talk during the class 

discussion. For our last exercise, we wanted to engage all of the students, whether or not 

they felt comfortable with verbal dialogue. We hoped a visual art exercise would 

encourage the entire class to participate. We passed out a worksheet, the top of which 

said, “How do you stand up for what you believe in?” (see Appendix B). We invited 

students to draw a picture, create a title, and write about why they drew the content in 

their picture. In each of our four workshops, students seemed to respond to the activity in 

two ways: they either thought of an idea right away, or struggled deeply to even begin the 

activity.  

Post-show workshop co-planner and facilitator  
 Post-project survey  

While working with students during their moments of struggle around what they 
believe in I engaged in the struggle with them. I saw them doing some really good 
thinking about how they stand up for what they believe in, and being a witness to 
that and an advocate really connected me to the struggle. (Post-show workshop 
co-planner and facilitator) 

After the first two workshops of the day, we noticed the discrepancy in 

participation. My co-planner/facilitator and I struggled over whether or not the final 

activity was developmentally appropriate for all of the students in the room. We noticed 

that not all of the students seemed to comprehend the directions or exhibit the ability to 

transfer the idea of activism to their own lived experiences or the drawing and writing 

activity itself. Some students did not draw anything. Some students drew pictures of 

things they believed in—such as unicorns, Christmas, and fairies—rather than focusing 
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on things they stand up for. While there can be a fine line between these things, I 

wondered whether our directions were clear. Did students understand the prompt?  

In the second workshop of the day, I noticed a student not drawing. I found him 

staring straight ahead, holding an open marker. A classmate who was not drawing either 

noticed him:  

November 15, 2012 
Freeman Field Notes  

While the kids were drawing two of the research participants were sitting near 
each other. The boy was struggling to draw something. The girl next to him, 
although not interested in drawing herself, helped him. She tried to explain what 
the prompt meant. She asked, “if there was a fire and you could only bring one 
thing out of your house, what would it be?” Although not exactly the prompt, she 
was trying to help him connect the importance of physical items with the abstract 
things in life that he might want to stand up for. He never finished a picture, but it 
was a really nice moment in which I witnessed learning within a community. 
(Field Notes 15, Nov. 2012) 

Although the students in the story above did not complete the activity, they were still 

participating. In this moment, I witnessed students in a learning community working to 

make sense of the assignment. In addition to the students described in this story, I also 

noticed that several of the students appeared overwhelmed and/or frustrated by the 

activity. One student broke down in tears and another ripped up their paper. Many 

students asked for new paper, wanting to start the exercise over again. I don’t know 

whether or not the assignment itself caused these painful reactions. We did not 

intentionally craft the worksheet to be hard for the students and it was difficult to watch 

students battle with the activity. We wanted the students to share how they might engage 

in social change in their own lives (perhaps a lofty goal for second and third graders), but 

the activity itself kept us from finding out how all of the young people engage in 

activism. My co-facilitator commented later about the difficulty of this assignment: 
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Post-show workshop co-planner and facilitator  
 Post-project survey  

I particularly am interested in this idea of engaging young people in a struggle, 
which [for me] means hard work. Hard work is good and I would like to 
incorporate this idea more into some of my work with young people. What does it 
mean to advocate for yourself and others? What’s hard about it? Why? How can 
we support one another in these struggles we face? (Post-show workshop co-
planner and facilitator) 

She brings up an excellent point about support. If we do not want to shy away from 

challenging assignments that are both intellectually and socially stimulating, how do we 

support student learning? The relationship between learning and struggle is complex. 

Throughout this process, I discovered that learning comes with struggle because 

understanding something new is challenging, regardless of whether it is strictly new 

information or information that comes at a cost to your sense of self. On the other hand, 

struggle in and of itself does not directly promote learning. My colleague and I 

discovered that, for some of the students, the assignment was not just challenging —it 

was unattainable. We realized that some of the students needed a way to connect the 

assignment to prior knowledge or a past assignment so that they would know where to 

start. Others needed us to check in with them as they worked. 

While many students disconnected with the activity, we also witnessed students 

who easily made the connection between their personal convictions and the desire to 

stand up for those beliefs. Some wrote captions like “gay is ok” or “Evry wuh shode 

Have a family [sic],” which reflected the themes within the play. Others transferred the 

ideas to their own lives by drawing images of the environment and animals or illustrating 

the importance of recycling. One student shared that she stands up for her sister, who has 

Down Syndrome (for examples of student responses see Appendix D). Throughout the 

workshop, I was surprised by students’ responses, lack of response, as well as the ability 
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of some students to transfer themes from the play to their own lives. All in all, I think that 

difficulty with assignments may be normal phenomena. I do wonder whether or not the 

struggle with this particular assignment related to the content or the form of the exercise. 

I know that, personally, art activities can either leave me feeling bewildered or inspired. I 

wonder whether the second and third grade students experienced similar mixed responses 

to the form of the final activity. Regardless of whether students were challenged as 

activists or learners, I am left with the knowledge that support is essential for young 

people engaged in struggle to make meaning or address social justice issues. Consistent 

support and engagement throughout the post-show workshop proved vital, in the same 

way as the role of the facilitator role throughout the performance of And Then Came 

Tango.  

CONCLUSIONS 

Many unexpected challenges defined this project, such as the cancelation of the 

tour. In this chapter, I examined how moments of struggle throughout the project affected 

the artistic team, the second and third grade students, and myself. I asked: Can feminist 

pedagogy happen without struggle? If so, how do we craft experiences in which 

audiences/students are invited to struggle? Finally, is it ethical to intentionally lead 

participants into the arena of struggle? Although these questions remain largely 

unanswered, I am able to affirm that struggle offered an important catalyst for my own 

learning. For example, I myself learned about working in public schools and how such 

institutions are protective and political. I also observed how navigating challenges as an 

ensemble led to coalition building amongst the artistic team. Based on my observations 

throughout the semester as well as team members’ survey responses, it is my belief that 

the artistic team’s sense of community grew. Moments of crisis prompted little changes, 
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such as a shift in consciousness from artistic team members. In reflecting back, I wonder 

how those small changes might actually be quite significant. Finally, I entered the arena 

with the student participants, at times judging myself for creating an activity that 

encouraged what I perceived as a learning crisis for some of the students. My experiences 

during the post-show workshop taught me that addressing social justice with young 

people is challenging in and of itself. I do not know whether or not the workshop engaged 

activist intentions or desires from the youth. Whereas the artistic team members provided 

concrete desires for activism around LGBTQ injustice. 

While struggle may be an essential aspect of learning and in order to address 

social justice, I do not believe that crisis should necessarily be the focus of teachers and 

artists. If we approach the work through reflective processes, and actively engage with 

issues in our world that we want to critically question with young people or communities, 

plenty of struggles will arise on their own. It is the job of the feminist performance 

pedagogues to support students and community through struggle. With support we may 

experience hope. I want to remain open to those moments of crisis and opportunities for 

working hard at something, and to understand that sometimes change happens by slowly 

“chipping away” at injustice. 
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Chapter Five 

May the roaring force of our collective creativity            
heal the wounds of hate, ignorance, indifference                 
dissolve the divisions creating chasms between us                                               
open our throats so we who fear speaking out raise our voices    

- Gloria Anzaldúa  

It’s Friday night, November 30th, and I am sitting in the audience during the first 

public performance of AND THEN CAME TANGO at UT Austin. Every seat is taken. 

Families, young people, and adults from the community are here to participate and 

experience the play. The play reaches the final moment of interactivity in which Lily 

needs help from the audience to stand up for Roy and Silo. She asks, “What do I want to 

say?” The audience members sitting with the facilitators discuss different options. After 

suggestions are given from each of the groups, the actress playing Lily makes a decision. 

She stands with her sign and begins to chant: “Let them love! Let them love! Let them 

love!” Suddenly, the entire audience, families, young people, and adults start to chant 

with her, and people begin clapping their hands and stomping their feet. I feel the ground 

and walls around me shake. “Let them love!” As Gloria Anzaldúa said, “May the roaring 

force of our collective creativity heal the wounds of hate, ignorance, indifference, 

dissolve the divisions creating chasms between us, open our throats so we who fear 

speaking out raise our voices.” May our voices be heard.  

Gloria Anzaldúa outlines conocimiento, or consciousness, in her essay, “Now let 

us shift…the path of conocimiento…inner work, public acts” in this bridge we call home: 

radical visions for transformation. Anzaldúa was a queer feminist activist and academic 

who wrote about the journey to conocimiento and knowledge. In her writing, she 

dismisses fixed binaries and the ways in which knowledge is traditionally constructed, 

calling on academics to acknowledge “spiritual inquiry” which is acquired through 
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creativity (542). In this quest for consciousness, she discusses the powerful exploration 

and development of consciousness from great struggles. She writes that by “redeeming 

your most painful experiences you transform them into something valuable, algo para 

compartir or share with others so they too may be empowered” (540). Anzaldúa stresses a 

spiritual and empathetic approach to teaching, learning, scholarship, and activism. As I 

work toward my role as a feminist ally, I too am interested in the value of empathy.  

Feminist pedagogies also foreground the roles of emotion and empathy in 
learning. Because emotions obscure boundaries, threatening to produce a reign of 
chaos and anarchy, patriarchal systems have long relegated emotion to the female 
sphere and out of the realm of discourse… Empathy can also bridge gaps and 
create coalition spaces; feminist teachers can engage both empathy and emotions 
in order to reveal sties of potential political resistance. (Armstrong and Juhl 13) 

In this final chapter, I explore how Anzaldúa’s and other scholars’ writing around 

feminist pedagogy and feminist performance relate to my fieldwork experiences and 

guide me to finding a definition of feminist performance pedagogy, a practice in which 

art and pedagogy meet to work toward a socially just TYA practice. 

REFLECTIONS ON OUTCOMES 

Throughout this document, I explored how feminist pedagogy operated within an 

artistic project via the touring production of And Then Came Tango. I explored how I 

engaged feminist pedagogy in my own practice, how it operated within the artistic team, 

and how it operated for the second and third grade student audiences at an Austin charter 

school. I discovered that reflexive pedagogies helped guide the ethics of my practice and 

scholarship. Reflectivity invited the artistic team to be more conscious of the identities 

involved in the rehearsal room, audience, and classroom. This study also invited me to 

discover how reflective processes are enacted through drama and theatre techniques, 

which require practitioners and audiences to be physically present, creative, and flexible. 
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This ability to be fluid is inherent to the temporality of drama and theatre. I discovered 

that the moments in which the artistic team and I faced great challenges caused us to 

engage in reflectivity. In these moments of crisis, we thought back, critically examining 

our social and cultural backgrounds and perspectives in relation to each other as well as 

our social justice objectives.  

In analyzing my playwriting choices, I investigated how the role of the facilitator 

served as an essential engagement mechanism in And Then Came Tango. This led me to 

see how questioning strategies and other interactive methods might create space for 

dialogue. I also learned that the times in which we engaged (the artistic team members 

and me) in dialogue as a group were significant sites of learning, coalition building, and 

support for the group. Each of these findings suggests that I should craft more 

opportunities for dialogue and discussion the next time I work on a social justice TYA 

production. Therefore, although rehearsals require artistic collaboration, I am excited to 

imagine how feminist performance pedagogy might integrate activist discussion, theory, 

and collaboration into rehearsal processes as well.  

I learned that struggle was an important catalyst for learning, coalition building, 

and working against oppression. I discovered that learning does not occur without 

struggle. Young people, just like the artistic team, required support at many different 

points throughout the process, including during the play and the post-show workshop. 

Although intentionally approaching struggle or issues of social justice might seem 

insensitive, feminist performance pedagogy is defined by the journey into fear. The 

moments in which the artistic team and I put our bodies and voices on the line filled us 

with doubt and fear, and at the same time, a deep sense of fulfillment.   

Finally, I learned that, as an artist, I need to be open to examining challenges in 

my processes and the material I examine. I learned that meeting these challenges can 
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offer opportunities for creating change, and that sometimes, change happens by slowly by 

“chipping away” at our world’s injustices and people’s lack of critical consciousness. 

This process requires first an attention to the stories in which we feel drawn to tell. How 

can we come to the table with others in order to collaborate as people who are all affected 

and intertwined in issues of oppression? How do we truly enact allied and activist theatre 

pedagogy? How might feminist performance pedagogy work to train artists to achieve a 

heightened sense of awareness around representation and the decisions we make for 

artistic productions? Most importantly, I learned that feminist performance pedagogy 

requires the attention to aesthetic and artistic choices as well as the voices and 

collaboration of all artists involved. Additionally, the activist and community engagement 

decisions I made taught me about the importance of those efforts in feminist performance 

pedagogy as well. This work does not happen in a vacuum, it is also shared; this act of 

sharing and contextualizing is essential for our young audiences and adult gatekeepers in 

our communities. Through patience and continual engagement with community 

members, it is possible to make strides toward engaging more youth in social justice.  

Gloria Anzaldúa writes that through “creative engagements you embed your 

experiences in a larger frame of reference, connecting your personal struggles with those 

of other beings on the planet, with the struggles of the Earth itself” (542). Throughout 

this study, I learned how feminist performance pedagogy inspires reflective processes, 

active engagement, and an inevitable engagement in struggle in and around issues of 

social justice. Exploring a story about LGBTQ justice through participatory and 

pedagogical art allowed the participants involved —namely, myself, the artistic team, and 

second and third grade audiences — to engage in a TYA practice that engages youth in 

social justice both individually and collectively. The process of working toward a 
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practice that engages youth in social justice presented great challenges for the artistic 

team and me, but we moved through them in feminist, pedagogical, and creative ways.  

I learned about the power of community to aid in learning and to guide groups 

through struggle. For example, without a critical dialogue from artistic team members 

early on, I might not have engaged reflexively around my role as an ally. I think we 

sometimes view community as providing safe and loving spaces, but I learned that 

community provides us safe and loving spaces and challenging spaces. Working as a 

community ensures that we remain actively aware of our artistic and activist decision-

making. I learned that ethical practice and research can lead to questioning personal 

biases and perspectives. This collective awareness is beneficial for both the rehearsal and 

classroom.  

The larger frame of reference for this project was LGBTQ injustice. When the 

artistic team and I faced this injustice firsthand, our work required us to connect our 

struggles with individuals and their experiences in the group, and to think about how our 

work situated in the Austin community. These powerful experiences were not limited to 

the adults in the study. I also wonder about how the student who learned that one of his 

peers had two moms felt about his own reaction to Roy and Silo’s affection? How did the 

experience of witnessing a young peer risk the personal shift the way that student 

watched the performance?  

FEMINIST PERFORMANCE PEDAGOGY WITH AND FOR YOUTH 

Learning about how feminist pedagogy operates within an artistic context allowed 

me to see firsthand, the ways in which drama and theatre promote reflective thinking, 

active engagement, and engagement in the struggle in and around issues of social justice. 

I believe that feminist performance pedagogy must engage these three tenets of feminist 
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pedagogy, and that drama and theatre operating via feminist performance pedagogy have 

the power to shift the nature of a given place. As a feminist pedagogue, I am constantly 

searching for ways to create simultaneously safe and subversive spaces. Drama and 

theatre offer tools to make that possible through sharing new narratives and 

representations on stage and in classrooms. As a feminist performance pedagogue, I want 

young audiences to question the status quo or think critically or develop consciousness. 

Status quo stories reinforce oppressive norms; as artists, we have the potential to imagine 

stories of difference. AnaLouise Keating describes the passive nature of status-quo 

stories: 

Status-quo stories limit our imaginations and prevent us from envisioning 
alternate possibilities – different ways of living and arranging our lives. Status-
quo stories train us to believe that the way things are is the way they always have 
been and the way they must be. This belief becomes self-fulfilling: We do not try 
to make change because we believe that change is impossible to make. (Keating 
23) 

Feminist performance pedagogues make imagining stories outside of the status quo 

possible. Empowering audiences to truly place themselves within a story or the issues 

being discussed invites a sense of empathy and active engagement in regards to social 

justice.  

In moving students beyond the personal, theatre can complement feminist 
pedagogies by actively engaging collaborative choices and requiring students to 
take points of view other than their own. Theatre processes create productive 
spaces for reflection. Within those spaces, students can negotiate differences, 
discover common ground, and move to a collective consciousness (Armstrong 
and Juhl 12 - 13).  

Feminist performance pedagogy, or the use of drama and theatre to create subversive and 

dialogical spaces, allows practitioners truly to work toward change — even with young 

people.  
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Despite all that I learned throughout this process, feminist performance pedagogy 

remains not easily defined. The fluid form and function of drama, theatre, and 

performance, makes me resist placing rigid boundaries around what I think feminist 

performance pedagogy should be. The liminal, queer, and feminist approach to 

performance pedagogy might suggest “that what we do with our bodies on the stage has 

the potential to reverberate and transform both the artists who make the representations 

and the community members who witness them” (Armstrong and Juhl 7). As I come to a 

close in this thesis document and attempt to define feminist performance pedagogy, I find 

that theorizing around the definition is a continual process in itself. The term begs to 

remain flexible. Feminist performance pedagogy serves as a guiding framework as we 

work toward a TYA practice that engages youth in social justice.     

Feminist performance theorist, Jill Dolan, offers thoughts on feminist and 

performance pedagogies. She writes,  

Teach to the highest common denominator. Students will rise to the occasion. 
Learning should be hard… Teach to unsettle, not to crate a safe place… Teach to 
learn something… Believe that students have a lot to teach one another… Believe 
in embodied learning and teaching. (144-145) 

I agree that learning is and should be challenging. Without the challenges that arose 

during the experience of touring And Then Came Tango, opportunities for raising critical 

consciousness might have been lost. These ideas also reflect my understanding of the 

differences between safe and passive spaces. While I agree that learning through crisis 

may be unsettling, I still feel that safety is important, specifically for young people. I love 

that she recognizes that teachers should also engage as learners. This is something that I 

value in my pedagogy as well as my artistic pursuits. I discovered firsthand how a 

learning community is an essential aspect of feminist performance pedagogy, especially 

for the artistic team members and myself. Finally, the recommendation to learn through 
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embodiment feels particularly aligned with my efforts as a feminist performance 

pedagogue, as I explored the ways in which embodied learning situated during interactive 

moments in the script and the post-show workshop. Theatre itself creates meaning and 

knowledge. Jill Dolan writes, “Think of theater as pedagogy, in which performers and 

spectators learn from one another something about their commonalities and differences 

and how to honor them in their commonalities” (63). In other words, dialogue does not 

only manifest as a discussion, but in theatre, dialogue can appear as a physical, 

emotional, non-linear exchange of ideas, learning, and coalition building between 

audiences and artists. Feminist performance pedagogy acknowledges and celebrates both 

the art as pedagogy, and theory as a framework for ethical, relevant, evocative art. This 

exchange and dialogue between forms and function should not feel binding, but rather 

expansive in possibilities for addressing issues of social justice and creating spaces for 

coalition and community.  

 So what does this all mean for feminist performance pedagogy with and for young 

people? I think the elasticity of pedagogical form is extremely exciting in work with and 

for youth. In my experience, a young person’s imagination, body, and mind are not built 

to conform to adult linearity. I acknowledge Dolan’s desire to move away from safe 

spaces in her pedagogy and add that for me, and my work with young people, I want to 

acknowledge young people’s varied learning needs and identities, in order to find safe 

spaces to play in the margins. I think that creating safe spaces for young people to 

practice learning as a community and learning through their bodies, all while engaging in 

intentionally unsettling content, is essential to feminist performance pedagogy with 

youth. This safe space might take several forms and is subjective for individual 

participants. Subversive spaces might work to transform the political, public, or rigid 

school places in which touring theatre may access a young population.  
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 As I continue to imagine what feminist performance pedagogy looks like with and 

for young audiences, I also question: who is feminist performance pedagogy actually for? 

I could argue that feminist performance pedagogy is for me, as well as the artistic 

collaborators working to create subversive TYA. Feminist performance pedagogy ensures 

an attention to the bodies and experiences in the room, the ways in which stories are told, 

the ability to build alliances in the community, and continual reflexivity of the artist’s 

role as an ally. Feminist performance pedagogy does not ask theory to stay at the door of 

rehearsal or performance spaces. Theory is invited into the space as an artistic 

collaborator. In the future, I would love to see a process in which the young people are 

also artistic collaborators rather than only audiences. What would feminist performance 

pedagogy look like with young people in the room as creators? How might that shift the 

nature of engaging youth in social justice through TYA? 

MOVING FORWARD 

This study is limited in that access to research participants, in other words the 

public school principals, teachers, and their students, were changed with the tour’s 

cancelation. I also feel that due to changes in the tour schedule and research sites, young 

people and their experiences are not at the forefront of this document as I had hoped. This 

is challenging as I set out to specifically examine feminist performance pedagogy with 

and for young people. In the future, I want to know how participants treat others 

differently when they experience social justice TYA. Will they risk the personal and 

share their stories or identities in order to stand up for their beliefs? Will they inspire 

others around them to do the same? I also wonder, specifically in regards to the second 

and third grade students we worked with, if they were pre-disposed to participate in the 
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ways in which they did. In other words, how might this experience look different in a 

school that is not known for fostering an accepting LGBTQ environment?   

Although this study is limited to one project in which challenge and struggle 

might be words to describe the experience as a whole, I’ve come to believe that feminist 

performance pedagogy can’t happen without it. If there is nothing to fight for, then we 

should focus our time and efforts on another issue. I’ve learned that feminist performance 

pedagogy engages people on a personal, visceral, creative, and spiritual level. This can 

feel invasive, smothering, and overwhelming, but these are also the feelings that might 

inspire individuals to shift — to use their newfound awareness around issues of 

oppression, violence, or injustice in this world, and do something about it. If feminist 

performance pedagogy allows us to work toward a practice in TYA that engages youth in 

social justice, what would be possible if young people developed this consciousness 

before they entered middle school? How might the climate of our schools shift? How 

might our understanding and appreciation of young people change from objects to 

subjects? In my future work, I hope to seek out stories or topics that will be supported by 

feminist performance pedagogy, in the hopes of truly working toward social change.  

It is April 2013. The experience of touring AND THEN CAME TANGO continues 

to reverberate through the Austin community, the public school district, and my heart. 

Since the last performance of AND THEN CAME TANGO in December, my focus has 

shifted to writing and research. The stress of finishing graduate school and this thesis 

weighs on my mind. And yet, while I sit in front of my computer screen, parents in the 

community continue to assemble in support of the play and its message in schools. In 

fact, a group of parents plan to meet with the fine arts coordinator for Austin public 

schools this week in order to address the district’s non-discrimination policies and plans 

for creating LGBTQ programming in the future.  
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LGBTQ young people, teachers, administrators, parents, and their allies are not 

alone in this struggle for social justice. The artistic team members from AND THEN 

CAME TANGO are not alone. I am not alone. A coalition of community members, 

passionate about young people, education, and access to social justice arts programming 

in schools, join us. I am filled with hope when I think about the impact of our struggle in 

the fall, and the ways in which the story refuses to quiet. bell hooks says, “there is no 

healing in silence.” I heal from this experience by sharing this research and telling my 

story. My artistic and activist community and I heal by continuing the struggle, because 

until we are able to truly imagine a just world in which oppression does not exist, we will 

be relentless. May all of our voices be heard.  
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Appendix A: And Then Came Tango Post-Show Workshop 

 
And Then Came Tango Post-Show Workshop  
 
 
Research/guiding questions: 
 
How does community engagement, in particular post-show engagement, shift when 
approached through feminist pedagogy? 
 

1. How does the post-show workshop invite students to imagine how their own 
perspective (subject position, identity, and prior knowledge) relates to the 
questions and content in the play And then Came Tango? 
 

2. What does active engagement look like in the post-show workshop? How are 
students actively exploring the questions and content through kinesthetic 
explorations, i.e., creative facial and body expressions?  

 
3. Finally, how do these practical and active engagement strategies invite students to 

struggle through issues of oppression and social justice themes as a classroom 
community? 

 
Objectives: 
 

• Students will be able to name and explore specific moments and characters in the 
play 

• Students will embody characters in the play 
• Students will use context clues from the play to infer character choices and 

responses 
• Students will name a time in which they have stood up for something they believe 

in  
 
Goals:  
 
Students will explore the story with their bodies. Students will actively engage in 
narrative exploration through different entry points (deepening their understanding of the 
story and extending the story into their own lives). Students will ask questions about the 
story and characters. Students will embody characters from the story to understand 
multiple perspectives and points of view. Students will transfer the concept of activism 
— standing up for something or others — to moments in their own lives. Students will 
describe activist moments through a visual art exercise and text. 
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Materials: 
 

• Activism worksheets 
• Vest for zookeeper 
• Tango puppet 
• Animal Carrier 
• Markers 
• Big paper 

 
Hook:  
 
Soundscape (5 minutes) 
 
What sounds do you remember making or hearing during the play? What was happening 
when you heard those sounds? Let’s use those sounds to transform this classroom into 
the Central Park Zoo where the story took place! 1, 2, 3! 
 
Engage:  
 
Narrative Pantomime (5 minutes) 
 
Create an imaginary bubble around your body. This is your personal space. We can still 
see you; we just can’t hear you because our voices are silent inside our magical bubbles. 
Practice waving hello! 
 
Narrative pantomime led by facilitator transforming students into penguins. 
 
Look down! Your feet are no longer your own feet, they’re now very different looking. In 
fact, they look kind of like bird feet. Wait they’re penguin feet! Wiggle those feet! Now 
look down at your legs: they’re becoming much shorter and covered in special penguin 
feathers. So are your arms and your tummy and your back. Feel your arms. Wait, they’re 
wings now! Too bad penguins can’t fly... but you can waddle! Let’s try walking around 
the room as penguins.  
 
The facilitator interacts with the penguins, inviting them to itch their shoulders, react to 
splashing water on their heads, and eat some fish for lunch! 
 
Transition 
 
In the play, the penguins gather rocks together in a circle to make their nests. Let’s make 
a circle together as penguins. Can you all move to the carpet and come to a circle as 
penguins? Let’s try that together. 1, 2, 3! 
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Explore:  
 
Individual Frozen Images (10-15 minutes) 
 
Invite the students to freeze in images in the most important moments of the story.  
 
What were the penguins doing at the beginning, middle, and end of the story? What were 
the most important moments in the play?  
 
Take a moment to unpack some of the images.  
 
What do we see? What part of the story is this image in and why? What could this 
penguin/character be thinking? Why is this an important part in the story? 
 
Transition 
 
Oh, look! Your legs are growing long again. Your feet are becoming much bigger, no 
more penguin feet! Alright, whew! Let’s all sit down where we are. 
 
Processing questions 
 
What was it like to be a penguin? Why was it like that? What did we learn? 
 
Transition 
 
Guess what? Tango is actually here! I invited her and a zookeeper to come talk to us 
about what happened at the zoo when she was born. Let’s pretend you are reporters for 
the Austin Newspaper! What is a reporter? What do you do? Do you remember the 
reporters during the play? Great. How might reporters hold their bodies, what would 
they have with them? Let’s become reporters in 1, 2, 3.  Look at this room of reporters, 
wonderful! I can’t believe how official everyone looks. Well, our guest, Tango, is about 
ready to come out, as I go get her start thinking about the questions you want to ask 
Tango!  
 
The facilitator steps into hallway to get Tango. 
 
Teacher-in-Role (10 minutes) 
 
The facilitator comes back with Tango and is in role as a zookeeper. 
 
Oh, hello! Is this the right room? I’m one of the zookeepers at the Central Park Zoo, I 
work with Walter and this is Tango. Oh my, we have some very important reporters here, 
I didn’t expect such a big crowd. Tango might be nervous. Would you like to ask Tango 
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some questions? First, we need to get her out of the carrier. She is a little afraid to come 
out, can anyone think of anything that might help her come out?  
 
Tango communicates by whispering her answers into the facilitator’s ear. Tango can be a 
puppet or stuffed animal.  
 
Transition 
 
Thank you so much! Tango has another interview with another class and has to get there 
soon! She says thank you so much for talking to her, and of course the extra fish! Would 
anyone like to feed her before she goes? 
 
Transition 
 
I saw Tango and the zookeeper in the hall, they were so happy to talk to such a nice 
group of reporters! Tango is certainly going around to talk to a lot of students today. I 
wonder why she is doing that? Do any of you know? (Collect answers and bring some 
ideas into the group if needed). I wonder if she’s here to share her story, or maybe to 
stand up for herself and her family? What are things we believe in? What are things that 
you have stood-up for before? How did you do it? Why? When was a time in which you 
stood up for something that you believe in? Or, what’s something you’d like to stand up 
for in the future? 
 
Art Activity (10 minutes)  
 
Students draw and describe their pictures, etc. Talk about the images with student if time. 
 
Closing 
 

------ 
 

For use of this session plan please contact Emily Freeman 
(emilyrfreeman@gmail.com) or Lara Dossett (laradossett@gmail.com) 
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Appendix B: And Then Came Tango Post-Show Worksheet 

 
 

How do you stand up for what you 
believe in?  

 
 
Title of your picture: ___________________________________________________ 
 

Describe your picture:  
 
 
 
 
Why did you pick this moment to draw? 
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Appendix C: Artistic Team Post-Project Survey  

	  
And Then Came Tango Artistic Team Evaluation August - December 2012 

The University of Texas at Austin, Department of Theatre and Dance  
 

 
Throughout this semester, I have been researching the experience of writing, rehearsing, 
touring, and finally sharing And Then Came Tango here at UT. For my research, I am 
interested in examining theatre that does 3 things.  
 

• Theatre and art making that creates a space for us to think about ourselves in 
relation to the art and outside world in a constant reflective and reflexive process. 
 

• Theatre and art making that invites us to actively engage – for us as artists, 
education team members, or production team members in the artistic and activist 
process. 

 
• Theatre and art making that engages us as artists, education team members, or 

production team members in the struggle for social justice.  
 
In my research, I am hoping to answer how this process and play has made space for the 
three things above, or how it has not. I have four questions that invite you share specific 
moments, stories, or examples. While you answer please think about yourself at the 
beginning of the process and where you are now.  

1. In what ways did this experience shape your thinking about yourself in relation to 
the play or the world? Or not? Describe a specific moment or example of this self-
reflective process. 

2. How did this experience support active engagement as an ‘And Then Came 
Tango’ artistic team member in the artistic and activist process? Or not? Describe 
a specific moment or example.  

3. How have you engaged in the struggle for social change? What does that mean to 
you? Describe a specific moment or example.  

4. Is there anything else you’d like to share about this experience as an ‘And Then 
Came Tango’ artistic team member? 
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Appendix D: Second and Third Graders Standing Up for their Beliefs  
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