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PROJECT OVERVIEW FROM PHUNKTIONAL

Phunktional’s Chit Chat program was developed to increase the education and wellbeing of young people in regional 
Victoria. This pilot project involved over three years of community engagement and activities delivered by Phunktional 
with the support of Victoria Legal Aid (VLA), South Eastern Centre Against Sexual Assault (SECASA) and local 
organisations in the Gippsland and Loddon Mallee regions of Victoria. The communities approached Phunktional to help 
reduce the risk-taking behaviours of local young people. The project engaged over 6,000 people from 2014 to 2016.  

The Chit Chat program combined many elements, including the participation of local legal, health and youth-focused 
organisations, digital resources, workshops, Q&A forums and performances in secondary colleges and the local 
community. 

Deakin University was commissioned to examine how the project’s performances in schools educate young people about 
risk-taking, and the extent to which the performances promote help-seeking behaviour. 

Several months after the project, 83 per cent of students were confident Phunktional’s performances enriched or 
increased their knowledge about issues to do with binge drinking. Likewise, 89 per cent of students were confident the 
performances enriched or increased their knowledge about issues to do with e-Safety. 

Phunktional would like to acknowledge the energy and commitment of the all the project partners, from those working 
at a State level to the organisations and individuals in the communities and schools, without whom this project would 
not have happened. Phunktional also thanks Deakin University and the William Buckland Foundation for making this 
report possible. 

GERARD VELTRE 
ARTISTIC DIRECTOR, PHUNKTIONAL 
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We found that students were engaged by the 
performances, particularly Love Drunk. They related to 
the material and responded positively to the theatrical 
devices (especially the forum theatre technique) that are 
part of production. 

The post-show discussion led by the actors provided 
students and staff with suitable opportunities to talk 
about the shows’ issues. To be sure, some questions 
raised by students about legal issues, particularly around 
new and complex laws to do with sexting, required a 
greater level of legal expertise. 

The survey and focus group data demonstrate the 
appropriateness of the shows and the ‘value-added’ 
power of theatre to help students think about the risks 
of teen drinking, sexting and cyberbullying. 

Behavioural change is unlikely to occur following a 
single theatre stimulus performance. That said, we 
found evidence that the performances have a positive 
impact on the way the students think about difficult 
social issues. We also found that students had started to 
think about ways in which they could keep themselves 
safe at parties. They had also thought about how they 
might send selfies in a way that would avoid legal 
infringements.

From our survey data we developed a scale that 
measured how confident students were that the show 
had improved or added to their knowledge about risks, 
the law, and where to get help. Several months after 
the performance, 50% of students were confident Love 
Drunk ‘enriched’ their knowledge about issues to do 
with binge drinking, while 33% were confident it had 
‘increased’ their knowledge. 

Likewise, 45% of students agreed they were confident 
that watching Who Stole had ‘enriched’ their knowledge 
about issues to do with cybersafety, while 44% were 
confident it had ‘increased’ their knowledge. In simple 
terms, the overwhelming majority of the audience 
reported some enduring affect several months after 
seeing the show. 

We suggest that it is the application of forum theatre 
techniques, the calibre of the performances and the 
post-show discussion that provide the pedagogical 
power of the Phunktional plays. By collaborating with 
artists in the moral decision making of the characters, 
young people get the opportunity to rehearse and 
explore difficult situations that might occur in their  
own lives.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Theatre is the best place in which anyone can experiment 

with what it is to be someone else.

(Boal, 2010: xvi)

Professor Ruth Webber and Associate Professor 
Andrew Singleton were commissioned by Phunktional 
Theatre Company to conduct a research project into 
the educational value of a program that seeks to raise 
awareness among teens about risky activities and 
promote positive and safe life choices. This program 
comprises watching two original plays, Love Drunk and 
Who Stole the Sole? (for the sake of brevity in this report 
we call this play ‘Who Stole’). Directly after each play, the 
company hosts a discussion with the students to answer 
questions and provide follow up information. These plays 
were performed to students in three regions of country 
Victoria in October 2015 and April 2016. 

The research examined how these performances assist 
young people to make considered and informed choices 
around friendship, social media activity, partying and 
drinking. It also sought to ascertain the extent to 
which the performances are an effective or useful way 
of informing teenagers about how to access help if 
required.

Ten schools in regional Victoria were involved in the 
study. Three waves of surveys were collected for each 
show. The first survey was administered in the week 
before the performance, the second survey shortly 
after the performance, and the third survey took place 
between six to eight months after each show. In total 
students in the target schools completed 2199 surveys.

A focus group with students and interviews with school 
staff and community welfare workers were held shortly 
after each show. In total, 19 interviews were conducted 
with school staff or community representatives. Thirteen 
focus groups, comprising a total of 94 students, were 
conducted during the study. Additionally, the research 
team attended many of the performances at the target 
schools for both plays and made observations of the 
students’ reactions and involvement. 

Students rated the two plays highly compared to other 
educational programs they had done at school. Forty per 
cent declared that Love Drunk was one was ‘one of the 
best’ activities they had done on drinking and a further 
38 % declared that it was ‘better than most’. Likewise, 
47% of the Who Stole audience declared that this was 
‘one of the best’ activities they had done on the topic, 
and a further 26% said that it was ‘better than most’. 

As we show in this report, teens are engaging in drinking, 
cyberbullying and sexting and it is important that they 
receive information and education about how to make 
safe choices. Theatre can be an important tool in this 
endeavour. 
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The Big Picture: Drinking, Cyberbullying  
and Sexting
Partying, sexual activity, sexting and drinking are an 
entrenched part of youth culture and teens will not 
always make safe and positive choices. A great advantage 
of the two plays is that they do not preach abstinence 
but instead offer students the chance to observe the 
risks associated with these activities and to think about 
how to minimise the risks and make safe choices. 
Students overwhelmingly affirmed their preference 
for learning about these issues through a performance 
rather than more traditional educational means. 

Love Drunk focuses on the risks of drinking. Both staff 
and students told us there is alcohol at many teenage 
parties and that people occasionally bring drugs. The 
pre-show survey data showed that many of the students 
were hazy about the risks of binge drinking. 

Love Drunk provided them with an opportunity to 
think of strategies for keeping safe and looking out for 
each other. Additionally, it provided students with an 
opportunity to think about consent, trust, respect and 
where to go for assistance if things go wrong. The post-
show discussion clarified for many students the laws 
around consent and sexual assault. 

Who Stole addresses, in part, sexting and cyberbullying. 
Teens use their smartphones constantly. They send 
pictures of themselves as a way of socialising, building 
trust and sharing intimacy. Our pre-show survey data 
found that a substantial proportion of students are 
susceptible to or have experienced the negative aspects 
of social media, like unkind comments, and there is 
pressure – even among this young age group – to 
become embroiled in sexting culture. This is allied to 
insufficient understanding of recent changes to the law.

The performance of Who Stole and the post-show 
discussion did provide students with the opportunity 
to be better informed about the risks of sending nude 
images, the importance of trust, and recent changes to 
the law.

Love Drunk is arguably the more successful play when it 
comes to imparting its message. It is a powerful vehicle 
for showing what can go wrong when teens drink too 
much and make poor choices. While Who Stole is also 
a valuable tool, a consistent message from the survey 
and qualitative data is that the risks of sexting and 
cyberbullying are covered more extensively at school 
than teen drinking, and thus Love Drunk perhaps has 
more to offer educationally. 

Findings from the Focus Groups: Friendship, 
Loyalty, Homophobia and Family Violence
The surveys concentrated mainly on the big themes of 
each show. The focus groups and interviews provided 

us with the opportunity to examine how students 
responded to the other issues covered in the plays. 

While there were many issues covered in the plays, 
such as social media use, drinking, homophobia, sexual 
abuse, family violence and racial discrimination, the twin 
themes of friendship and loyalty run through both. 

The plays affirmed the value of friendship and the 
damage caused to relationships when trust is broken. 
The students identified breakdowns in friendship as the 
theme with which they most strongly identified in both 
Love Drunk and Who Stole.

Students saw friendships as central to their identity and 
their wellbeing. Teachers and welfare workers located in 
the schools indicated that relationship tension between 
friends is a key issue about which students came to 
seek their assistance. Because the theme of friendship 
resonated with students, they related to the moral 
dilemmas around trust and betrayal that confront the 
characters in both plays. 

The performances provided an important learning 
tool for students about the fragility of relationships 
and the need to find ways to solve disputes, rather 
than escalating them to the point where friendships 
are irreparably harmed. Students appreciated the 
opportunity to discuss other outcomes with better 
resolutions during and after the performances. 

Generally, students felt that the depiction of 
homophobia in Who Stole did not speak to their 
situation. For the most part focus group participants 
felt that LGBTI students were not teased about their 
sexuality. There were openly gay students in the schools 
and in some of the focus groups. However, students 
acknowledged that many parents and adults were 
homophobic and this made it difficult for some people to 
invite gay students (or students from same sex families) 
to their homes or put pressure on their friendships. 

Family violence was viewed within the context of how 
young people could support their friends who are 
subject to violence. This topic proved to be the most 
confronting for students, many of whom were visibly 
uncomfortable during the portrayal of family violence in 
Love Drunk. Teachers were appreciative that this topic 
was covered because they said it was very difficult to 
discuss in class. In the focus groups, the students talked 
about people in their class who they knew lived in 
violent households and told stories of how fearful these 
students were of being removed into care. They were 
unclear how to support their friends without betraying 
their trust.

All of this suggests that both shows can and do afford 
students the opportunity to reflect on a range of 
important social issues and can provide staff with a 
platform for further discussion. 



4

MAKING THE DIFFERENCE: THEATRE INCREASING THE EDUCATION AND WELLBEING OF YOUNG PEOPLE

New Material … 
Teachers talked very positively about how theatre could 
scaffold into further education programs on sensitive 
topics. Students also reported that they valued this 
approach to education; that it highlighted the ethical 
and moral issues facing young people more clearly than 
other methods, like a PowerPoint presentation. They 
clearly wanted access to more plays about the issues 
confronting them in their daily lives.

The consensus from those to whom we talked was 
that cybersafety was more the concern of younger 
students (i.e. later primary or year seven) and that 
perhaps new plays could be developed for students in 
years eight and nine. Staff and students identified two 
issues in particular. The first was mental health, which 
included depression, self-harm and resilience. Welfare 
coordinators said that a theatre performance that raised 
awareness about mental health issues would be very 
welcome. 

The second issue was relationship difficulties. There 
was a lot of discussion in the focus groups about how to 
deal with jealousy, teasing, competitiveness and ‘fear of 
missing out’. Respectful relationships could usefully be 
the subject of a new play. 

Organisation by Phunktional
Teachers were impressed by the quality and relevance 
of performance and the briefing they received about the 
content of each show. They found staff at Phunktional 
to be friendly and helpful. However, there was some 
criticism of the overall length of the performance and 
the post-show discussion that was sometimes rushed or 
cut short because of time limitations. 

Additionally, they were disappointed that the 
performances in the community were not well 
advertised and that the school was not provided with 
these details in a timely manner (they could not let 
parents know through their regular news bulletin). 
Additionally, school staff were not aware until the 
showing of Love Drunk (the second play) that they 
could invite representatives from Victoria Legal Aid, 
Community Health Centres and other welfare agencies 
in the town to come to the performance. They indicated 
that they refer students to these agencies on a regular 
basis and it is important that they are kept informed 
about performances in schools.
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It is not an evaluation of all aspects of the Chit Chat 
Pilot program. This program saw Phunktional work with 
Victoria Legal Aid (VLA) and South East Centre Against 
Sexual Assault (SECASA), among other community 
organisations. The Chit Chat program comprised theatre 
performances in regional secondary colleges, along with 
shows in the community, forums after these shows, and 
other resources. This program was launched in 2014 with 
a performance of Who Stole at Deakin Edge, Federation 
Square, in partnership with VLA, SECASA and Federation 
Square (https://vimeo.com/118109838). It was then 
implemented in Gippsland, and later the Loddon Mallee 
region. VLA provided professional development for 
teachers and other resources to some of the schools 
seeing the plays, as well as contributing to some of the 
community forums when the plays were performed for 
the community. Evaluating VLA and the contribution of 
other organisations was beyond the scope of the current 
evaluation, as we concentrated solely on the students 
in the schools. All these activities, however, share the 
common aim of using theatre and discussion forums 
to entertain and educate young people about risky 
activities. 

LOVE DRUNK
Love Drunk was written by Veltre in 2005 and has 
been touring Australia for over 10 years. It has been 
performed in schools and community settings. The 
narrative and characters were inspired by real-life events 
and the play is designed as a vehicle for discussion, 
analysis and attitudinal change (Veltre, 2008). The script 
has been adapted to remain contemporary in the way 
it explores issues of concern to young people. The play 
deals in an unvarnished fashion with sexual assault, safe 
partying, domestic violence and racism. Additionally, the 
play is a moral commentary on masculinity, friendship 
and respect.

In Love Drunk, David, Marko and Lee are best friends. 
David is the son of an abusive and domineering local 
politician. Marko comes from a migrant family and is 
on a sports scholarship at the school, while Lee lives 
in a single-parent household. Each character suffers 
under the weight of parental expectations as they 
negotiate their way through adolescence. The climax 
of the play is a party scene where David and Marko 
start to sexually assault an intoxicated and unconscious 
Lee. The resolution of this scene is negotiated with the 
audience. The play’s denouement sees Lee abandoning 
her friendship with the boys; both escape legal 
consequences for their actions. 

INTRODUCTION: 
SCOPE OF THE EVALUATION 
Phunktional Limited is a Melbourne-based not-for-profit 
theatre company, founded by artistic director Gerard 
Veltre. It uses theatre, dance and film to create art 
designed to effect positive social change. Phunktional 
creates and delivers performances throughout 
metropolitan, regional and rural Australia. Its works 
place particular emphasis on engaging at-risk youth in 
their approach to contemporary social issues. 

This large-scale research project is an outcome 
evaluation of two original Phunktional plays, Love Drunk 
and Who Stole, performed as part of the Chit Chat 
program in regional Victoria. The shows we evaluated 
were Love Drunk (Gippsland - October 2015; Loddon 
Mallee - April 2016) and Who Stole the Sole (Loddon 
Mallee - October 2015). Comprising surveys, focus 
groups and interviews, the research reflects on the 
role these performances play in assisting young people 
to make considered and informed choices around 
friendship, social media activity, partying and drinking. 
The study also evaluated the post-show discussions and 
the actor-student interactions during the performance.

Love Drunk and Who Stole are physical, dynamic and 
arresting performance pieces. Both plays have three 
main teenage characters, all friends. In each play there is 
one female and two male leads. The three actors playing 
these roles also perform supporting roles of family 
members, teachers and classmates. In both plays the 
characters confront morally, socially and psychologically 
challenging choices. They make mistakes, suffer 
consequences and learn from them. Both plays see the 
cast interacting with and responding to the audience 
by pausing and seeking audience direction as to how to 
resolve a key crisis point in the narrative. In doing so, the 
audience collaborates in the outcome of the play and 
the message it delivers. Both plays incorporate dance, 
poetry, realism and fantasy as a means through which 
the characters negotiate complex moral decisions. 

At the conclusion of each performance the actors host 
a ten-minute post-show discussion with the audience, 
discussing aspects of the show, focusing particularly on 
the moral consequences of what has been depicted. 
Information about where to seek help, advice or 
counselling is provided. At some of the performances, 
members of Victoria Police or other community workers 
provided legal information. This evaluation covers the 
plays performed to schools in October 2015 and April 
2016, the immediate post-show discussion between the 
actors and the audience, and any follow up conducted by 
the schools with students who saw the play. 
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WHO STOLE THE SOLE
Veltre wrote Who Stole the Sole? in 2011 in response 
to social concerns expressed by teachers he met while 
touring Love Drunk. It is designed for younger teens and 
is primarily an exploration of masculinity, friendship 
and loyalty. It deals in part with online and social media 
communication, including sexting, cyberbullying and 
homophobia. 

In this play, Tony and Matthew are schoolmates who 
befriend new girl Tanya. Both Matthew and Tony have 
a romantic interest in Tanya and compete for her 
attention. Matthew encourages Tanya to send a semi-
nude selfie that he subsequently shares with Tony, 
who in turn shares it on social media. Tanya is deeply 
humiliated when her photo is spread around the school. 
Their friendships suffer and each faces the consequences 
of their actions. The climax of the play is a fight between 
the boys, and again, the outcome of the scene is 
negotiated with the audience. The play’s resolution 
sees the characters learn more about the importance of 
loyalty and kindness.



7

MAKING THE DIFFERENCE: THEATRE INCREASING THE EDUCATION AND WELLBEING OF YOUNG PEOPLE

Kyabram Secondary College
Bairnsdale Secondary College
Mooroopna College

We are not permitted to provide any identifying 
information about a particular school or student, nor 
are we permitted to provide disaggregated data about 
any given school. We report the findings as being either 
about Love Drunk or Who Stole rather than school or 
region. 

Of the students watching Who Stole, almost all (95%) 
were aged 13–15, and slightly more than half were boys 
(54%).  Of the students watching Love Drunk, almost all 
(87%) were aged 15 or older; the remainder aged 14. 
Slightly more than half were boys (51%). 

Ethics: This project was conducted with the approval of 
the Deakin University Human Research Ethics Committee 
(project number: 2015-159), the Victorian Department 
of Education (project number: 2015/ 002820), and the 
Catholic Education Office, Diocese of Sale. All schools 
and individuals participating in the research have given 
their consent to participate. 

Below we present further details about the methods. 

Surveys
Each survey was two pages in length and featured 
both ‘tick a box’ and open-ended questions; students 
completed their survey in class and returned them to the 
teacher (all the surveys are attached to the end of this 
report). An independent company collated the results 
and the data were analysed by the researchers. Each 
show had three distinct surveys, thus six original surveys 
in total were designed for this evaluation. 

The pre-show survey gathered baseline data about 
student attitudes to and experiences of the major 
themes in the show (e.g. cyberbullying, social media, 
partying, drinking). It also asked about how much 
education and information they had received on the 
show’s key topics, and how much discussion there 
was among family and friends about such matters. 
Some of the questions were based on or adapted from 
existing surveys, including: the 2009 National Binge 
Drinking Campaign Evaluation Survey conducted by the 
Department of Health and Ageing and the Attitudes to 

Cyberbullying study by Barlett and Gentile (2012). It was 
administered in the week before the show.

The post-show survey gathered data about the students’ 
reactions to the play and its short-term impact on their 
thinking about the show’s key issues. It was administered 
in the week after the show. 

The exit survey revisited their attitudes to and 
experiences of the major themes in the show. 
Additionally, it asked them about how the show 

THE PROJECT
This report presents the detailed findings of an outcome 
evaluation of Phunktional’s regional performance 
program 2015-2016. This study assesses the extent 
to which the performance (including the discussion 
with actors afterwards) is an effective way of raising 
awareness among teenagers about responsibilities and 
risks, and additionally, how the shows support education 
programs in the school. 

Aims: The study had three core research questions:

1.  In what ways have theatre stimulus performances 
provided by Phunktional engaged, empowered 
and supported youth from high-risk regions in 
rural Victoria in their social communications and 
interactions with each other?

2.  To what extent have the theatre stimulus 
performances affected the way young people think 
and act in respect to cyberbullying, sexting and 
other social communications over an extended 
period?

3.  In what ways have the theatre stimulus 
performances provided by Phunktional assisted 
teachers and students in harm-minimisation and 
preventative education about the health, ethical, 
legal and social issues raised in the performances?

Research Design: This is a large-scale research project. 
Three kinds of data were collected for each show, 
comprising surveys, interviews and a focus group. 

The first survey (pre-show survey) was administered in 
the week before the performance; the second survey 
(post-show survey) shortly after the performance; and 
the third survey (exit survey) took place six to eight 
months after the show. In total, we collected 2199 
surveys. 

A focus group with students and interviews with school 
staff and community welfare staff were conducted 
shortly after the show. The researchers also conducted 
participant observation at many of the performances. 

The judicious use of both qualitative and quantitative 
material allows the researchers to achieve a rich and 
nuanced understanding of how the shows have affected 
the audience. 

Participants: The schools that graciously participated in 
the research at various stages are:

Sale Catholic College
Sale Secondary College
Maffra Secondary College
Weeroona College, Bendigo
Lakes Entrance Secondary College
Eaglehawk Secondary College, Bendigo
Orbost Secondary College
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and female students in the focus groups. Students self-
selected into the focus groups. A notice was sent home 
inviting all students who were going to see the show to 
be part of the focus group. Interested students let their 
teacher know by returning a consent form. 

During the focus groups students discussed the play, 
the characters and the relevance of the material to their 
lives. Many students gave descriptions of incidents that 
happened to them or their friends that were similar to 
those that were shown in the plays. Some of the things 
they said were detailed and unambiguous, confirming 
the relevance of much of the material in the plays. 

All interviews and focus group discussions were 
transcribed for analysis and review. Verbatim comments 
are included in the report. For brevity’s sake, all adults 
are referred to as ‘teacher’. 

Venues
The shows were performed at a range of venues across 
towns in regional Victoria. One school arranged for the 
performance to be conducted in a large gymnasium 
with rows of seats, while another had a large open plan 
area with students sitting on the floor. Most schools 
had rooms set up with chairs or floor space for students 
and an area that provided space for the performers to 
move around. The space in one school was so limited 
the performers had to be careful that they did not 
accidentally stand on students. Despite the crowding in 
some venues, the students were highly engaged during 
the performance and responsive during the question 
time.

Theoretical Approach
This project is a summative evaluation (see Markiewicz 
& Patrick, 2016). Our aim was to make ‘judgements 
about a program’s overall performance and … the 
identification of program results’ over a period of time 
(Markiewicz & Patrick, 2016, 13). We did not have any 
input to the design, development or structure of the 
program (i.e. the plays and post-show forum or the 
follow up with students), nor has our research been used 
to influence the development of the program, as it might 
in a formative evaluation project. We are assessing the 
program as it is currently delivered in schools. 

NB. Some research has been conducted previously 
on these plays. This project does not reference those 
studies and is not informed by them in any way. 

Next we describe some of the context and background to 
the present evaluation study of Phunktional. 

improved their knowledge of the relevant laws, the risks 
of drinking or sexting, and their ability to access services.  

The following table shows the breakdown of survey 
returns:

Table 1: Survey Responses

SURVEY WAVE:

THE SHOWS

WHO STOLE 
THE SOLE

(No surveys)

LOVE DRUNK
(No. surveys)

Pre-survey 473 440

Post-survey 253 414

Exit Survey 274 338

Total returns (per play) 1007 1192

Not every student who completed the pre-survey for 
Love Drunk and Who Stole completed the subsequent 
surveys. This was due to time pressures on some 
teachers who did not distribute the survey to their class, 
or because staff could not remember who had actually 
seen the play, or because of student movement. 

For both plays, the sample composition of both the post 
and exit surveys is similar enough to the original sample 
and thus can be taken as entirely ‘representative’ of the 
audience who actually saw the plays (when comparing 
age/gender). 

Interviews 
In total 19 interviews were conducted with school 
staff or community representatives. Fifteen interviews 
conducted with staff employed in a student welfare 
role with position titles including: welfare coordinator, 
school counsellor, pastoral care worker, school nurse 
and chaplain (welfare staff). Additional interviews were 
conducted with four representatives from agencies in 
the community who had attended a performance of  
Love Drunk. 

Welfare staff routinely attended the performances. 
School principals or vice-principals attended in two 
schools. The number of teaching staff who attended 
varied, with many teachers attending in some schools 
and few in others. Timetable restrictions affected the 
number of teachers who might have attended. 

Focus Groups 
Thirteen focus groups comprising a total of 94 
students were conducted during the study. Nine focus 
groups, totalling 56 students, were conducted after a 
performance of Love Drunk. Four focus groups, totalling 
38 students, were conducted after a performance of 
Who Stole. There was a fairly even distribution of male 



9

MAKING THE DIFFERENCE: THEATRE INCREASING THE EDUCATION AND WELLBEING OF YOUNG PEOPLE

Notably, youth in regional and rural parts of Australia 
are overrepresented in measures of risk and social 
exclusion (see Miranti et al., 2015; Patterson et al., 
2000; Williams, 2001). Youth in remote and regional 
areas are at an educational disadvantage and have more 
limited employment opportunities (Muir et al., 2009, 
38-44). Additionally, young people in rural and regional 
areas have less access to entertainment, recreation 
and sporting facilities, and are more likely to report 
high degrees of boredom. Patterson et al. (2000) find 
that those young people who report high degrees of 
boredom are also more likely to experience high levels of 
alcohol and drug abuse and other risky behaviours. 

Love Drunk and Who Stole address some of the risk 
inherent in social media use, drinking and drugs. Below 
we describe existing knowledge of these topics. 

Binge-Drinking & Illicit Drug Use
Young people aged 15-19 record the highest rates of 
hospitalisation for acute intoxication in the Australian 
population (Muir et al., 2009). Rates of alcohol and 
illicit drug use are significantly higher among early to 
mid-teens in rural compared to urban areas in Australia 
(Coomber et al., 2011).

Alcohol consumption, in particular, is embedded in 
the cultural psyche of young rural Australians, with 
an increased prevalence of very high-risk alcohol 
consumption associated with regional and remote 
postcodes (Livingstone et al., 2008). Drinking amongst 
young people in the country is undertaken in dangerous 
quantities that increase their likelihood of being involved 
in harmful behaviour, either as perpetrators or victims 
(Williams, 2001). 

While illicit drug use is not nearly as prevalent, it carries 
particular risks for the safety and mental health of young 
people. Substance-abuse disorders are one of a number 
of mental health illnesses that are overrepresented in 
young people, and often exist alongside other serious 
psychological and psychiatric disorders. Morbidity 
caused by mental illness and substance use peaks at 12 
to 25 years of age (Crockett, 2012).

We know that resisting direct or indirect pressure to 
drink creates challenges for young people and that 
drinking practices for young people are often closely tied 
to social influence and identity (Hepworth et al., 2015). 
The risks associated with binge-drinking and illicit drug 
use are addressed in Love Drunk.

Sexual Assault 
The ‘State of Australia’s Young People’ report lists 
unwanted sexual experiences among the most 
concerning issues for young people. It finds that 
one in three sexually active people aged 12-24 have 
experienced unwanted sex (Muir et al., 2009). In 2010, 

LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature review explores the following areas of 
research that are relevant to the study:

1.  Consideration of youth social issues central to the 
Phunktional plays;

2.  Ecology of theatre companies addressing youth 
social issues in Victoria;

3.  Comparative studies of youth responses to theatre 
about social issues; 

4.  Theories of ‘Applied Theatre’ as a tool for effecting 
social or behavioural change; and 

5.  The capacity for Applied Theatre stimulus 
performances, like the Phunktional plays, to 
affect youth attitudes to social issues and harm 
minimisation.

1. YOUTH SOCIAL ISSUES

In 2009, the Australian Government’s Office of Children 
commissioned research into the social, economic, health 
and family lives of young people aged between 12 and 
24 (see Muir et al., 2009). The report titled ‘State of 
Australia’s Young People’ draws on Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (ABS) and Household Income Labour Dynamics 
Australia (HILDA) data as well as qualitative data from 
focus groups with young people and consultations with 
key stakeholders. It finds that Australian young people 
generally do well in terms of educational attainment, 
employment, and contributions to community life. 
However, it identifies the adolescent as very challenging 
and characterised by heightened levels of risk-taking. 
The authors state: 

Of particular concern is the number of homeless 
young people, the prevalence of young people having 
unwanted and unprotected sex, the prevalence of 
young people drinking alcohol at risky levels and the 
high numbers of young people with a mental disorder 
and/or experiencing psychological distress. (Muir et 
al., 2009, p. 19)

A recent report from the Australian Institute of Health 
and Welfare (AIHW, 2011) identified emerging areas 
of concern in young people’s lives, including the new 
emphasis on media and communication. Their report 
notes: 

Current research suggests that there are numerous 
adverse health and wellbeing risks associated with 
young people’s exposure to media content and their 
usage of media technologies, ranging from physical 
health issues such as weight gain to psychological 
problems such as depression and increased 
aggression. (AIHW, 2011, 198) 
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experienced family violence or have been exposed to 
it go on to become victims or perpetrators of violence 
later in life, so that the effect of family violence is 
passed to the next generation. (State of Victoria,  
2016, p. 1) 

Part of the narrative in Love Drunk identifies anti-social 
behaviour exhibited by David as derived from the family 
violence he experiences in his home. With the support 
of his friends, David resolves to be different towards his 
father.

Sexting
Sexting is the act of transmitting naked or semi-naked 
pictures (know colloquially as nudes or nude selfies) via 
SMS or social media applications. Sexting has emerged 
as a common practice between young people over the 
last decade, and there are varying contexts within which 
sexting is performed. Contexts for sending such material 
include: consensual sexting between people as a means 
of sharing intimacy; acknowledging commitment and 
trust; bonding between friends; or simply as a joke 
(Albury & Crawford, 2012). Sexting becomes problematic 
when the sexting subject does not consent to either 
the initial or further transmission of the image. Child 
pornography laws prohibit the creation, possession, and 
distribution of sexually explicit images of minors, and 
criminal sanctions follow conviction for such offences. 
There are exceptions to the prohibition: where young 
people are sharing images of themselves or where they 
consent to their image being distributed, provided it is 
distributed by and to another young person (Crimes Act 
1958 (Vic) and Summary Offences Act 1966 (Vic)).

Research into the prevalence of sexting has been 
conducted recently in Australia, although the 
generalisability of the data is unclear, mainly because 
it has not been collected from properly representative, 
probability samples (e.g. Salter et al., 2013). For 
example, a study conducted by the Australian Institute of 
Criminology (Lee et al., 2015) claimed 36% of teens aged 
13-15 had sent a ‘sexual picture/video’. Another study 
by the Burnet Institute of late teenagers and emerging 
adults claims that half of Australia’s young people have 
tried sexting (Parish, 2016). However, these data come 
from opt-in online surveys, and there is no statistical way 
of assessing the accuracy of the findings. We cannot be 
certain about the actual prevalence of sexting among 
teens.  

Adult responses to youth sexting practices are often 
alarmist, with concern often focusing on the shame 
brought upon girls for exposing their bodies (Ringrose & 
Harvey, 2015). However, increasingly there is normality 
to the practice of sexting among youth and a developing 
set of ethics around it (Albury & Crawford, 2012). 
Questions around sexting ethics are part of the narrative 
of Who Stole. 

youth aged between 10 and 24 were eight times more 
likely to be victims of sexual assault, as recorded by 
police, than people over the age of 25 (Australian Bureau 
of Statistics, 2011). Yet young people often avoid using 
terms like ‘sexual assault’ and ‘rape’ to describe non-
consensual sexual experiences (Quadara, 2008).

Sexual assault can have many long-term negative effects 
on the health and wellbeing of victims, including: fear, 
depression, self-harm and social isolation (Webber & 
Wilmot, 2013). Young people are increasingly turning to 
internet chat sites and forums to disclose explicit details 
of sexual assaults perpetrated upon them (Webber, 
2013). While young people are often reluctant to engage 
in discussions about sex-related matters, Love Drunk 
engages the students in discussion about sexual matters 
by immersing them in the decision-making of both the 
victim and perpetrator.

Family Violence
In March 2016, the Victorian Royal Commission 
into Family Violence released its report and 
recommendations (State of Victoria, 2016). ‘Family 
violence’ is defined in section 5 of the Family Violence 
Protection Act 2008 (Vic): 

... family violence is— 

(a)  behaviour by a person towards a family member 
of that person if that behaviour— 
(ii) is physically or sexually abusive; or
(iii) is emotionally or psychologically abusive; or
(iv) is economically abusive; or
(v) is threatening; or
(vi) is coercive; or
(vii)  in any other way controls or dominates 

the family member and causes that family 
member to feel fear for the safety or 
wellbeing of that family member or another 
person; or

(b)  behaviour by a person that causes a child to hear 
or witness, or otherwise be exposed to the effects 
of, behaviour referred to in paragraph (a).

The Commission found that the most common form of 
family violence is violence committed by men against 
their current or former female partners. Alongside 
gender inequality and community attitudes to women, 
contributing factors to the prevalence of family violence 
include: ‘financial pressure, alcohol and drug abuse, 
mental illness and social and economic exclusion’ (State 
of Victoria, 2016, p. 2). The Commission report opens 
with the following statement about the significance of 
this issue to Victorian families and communities:

Family violence can cause terrible physical and 
psychological harm, particularly to women and 
children. It destroys families and undermines 
communities. Sometimes children who have directly 
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projects based around stories of the community, 
while providing mentoring and opportunities 
for participants as tools for community 
development. The central aim of its projects is the 
empowerment of communities to change through 
art. Big hART has been operating for 24 years. 
When it was founded its work focused on isolated 
communities, often in rural or remote places. The 
company now often operates at an international 
level on wider political issues of social justice.

•  Since 2001, Somebody’s Daughter 
Theatre Company (http://www.
somebodysdaughtertheatre.com) has been 
conducting programs in regional communities to 
work with marginalised youth who have histories 
of abuse, homelessness and drug addiction. The 
Highwater Program engages 12- to 17-year-old 
disenfranchised youth of Wodonga in participatory 
theatre experiences that are designed to build 
self-esteem and improve social inclusion. The 
program now operates in Geelong as well. 

•  Western Edge Youth Arts Theatre (http://
westernedge.org.au/our-practice) creates theatre 
for youth as both audience and participants, with 
a particular focus on local migrant stories from 
the Melbourne’s western suburbs, and with a 
purpose of improving social cohesion through 
better understanding of cultural differences. The 
company runs an education program through 
extended residencies in schools, and a community 
program. Applied theatre methods are used in 
their touring plays, which explore youth social 
issues. They now also have programs established 
in Geelong. 

•  Ilbijerri Theatre Company (http://ilbijerri.com.au) 
creates and tours Aboriginal stories written and 
performed by Aboriginal artists. Its credits include 
educational theatre about HIV, safe drug use, and 
black deaths in custody, and it tours its shows to 
regional Victorian schools and communities.

•  Fresh Theatre for Social Change (http://www.
freshtheatre.org) uses applied theatre techniques 
to achieve social change for youth. It is based in 
the Eastern suburbs of Melbourne. It delivers a 
school workshop program and auxiliary programs 
tailored to assist communities with special needs.

3.  COMPARATIVE STUDIES INTO YOUTH 
RESPONSES TO THEATRE ABOUT SOCIAL ISSUES 

Overall, high-quality empirical research into the capacity 
of a theatre performance to affect youth attitudes to 
social issues and harm minimisation is lacking. There is 
little Australian data against which the present research 
can be benchmarked. 

Cyberbullying
There are three main features of typical school bullying: 
‘(1) aggressive or hostile acts perpetrated by one or 
more individuals toward a victim with intent to harm; 
(2) these actions occur repeatedly; and (3) there is 
a power imbalance between the perpetrator(s) and 
the victim(s)’ (Hemphill & Heerde, 2014, p. 581). 
Cyberbullying contains each of these features but 
is conducted through communication technologies, 
including email, messaging, chat rooms, blogging, 
and the ever-expanding social media platforms. The 
offending behaviour usually targets an individual and 
is sent anonymously. Cyberbullying was identified in 
the Office of Children study as a particular problem for 
young people, regardless of geographical location. It is 
clear that cyberbullying can have a significant harmful 
effect upon a victim’s physical and emotional wellbeing 
(Muir et al., 2009).

In July 2015 the Australian Government established the 
Office of the Children’s eSafety Commissioner to provide 
advice and resources, receive complaints and conduct 
investigations into illegal online content and behaviour. 
The Commissioner’s 12-month Report found that 71% 
of victims of cyberbullying who complained to the Office 
were girls, and that 15 year-olds were the most common 
targets (Office of the Children’s eSafety Commissioner, 
2016). 

Hemphill and Heerde (2014) examined adolescent 
predictors of young adult cyberbullying and 
victimisation. They found that the predictors of 
cyberbullying perpetration included a childhood history 
of traditional bullying, low levels of emotional control, 
and poor family function. They show the importance 
of intervening early to teach young people social and 
conflict resolution skills in relation to both online and 
offline mediums.

The themes of drinking, cyberbullying, sexual assault and 
family violence are all addressed in the two shows. Later 
in this report we present data on how these issues are 
factors in the life of the audience members. 

2.  THEATRE COMPANIES FOR YOUTH 
BEHAVIOURAL CHANGE 

The ecology of Victorian theatre companies whose 
purpose is to effect positive social or behavioural change 
in young people is small. The work of other not-for-profit 
companies that produce theatre for youth, specifically 
with a purpose to generating social or behavioural 
change, includes the following:

•  Big hART (http://bighart.org) is an Australian 
participatory arts company that works particularly 
in areas of disadvantage, isolation and with young 
people. Big hART’s projects involve immersion in 
a community over several years and creating art 
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et al. (2013, p. 197) report: ‘In general, projects gave 
young people the opportunity to learn or strengthen 
health-seeking (and affirming) behaviours and reduced 
disruptive, violent or risky behaviours. This included, for 
example, their participation in unlawful activities and use 
of drugs and alcohol’.

The Big hART programs evaluated here involved 
much greater youth and community participation 
over extended periods compared to the more limited 
creative intervention of the Phunktional performances. 
Nevertheless, the Wright et al. findings are supportive of 
Phunktional’s aim of effecting positive social change for 
rural and regional youth through theatre.

4. APPLIED THEATRE THEORY
Theatre-makers have long asserted that theatrical 
performance can have a transformative power upon 
audience members, and through them effect wider social 
or political change (Nicholson, 2005; Schaedler, 2010; 
Snyder-Young, 2013). Applied Theatre, in particular, is 
recognised for its potential to affect the status quo and 
alter the dominant social paradigm within a community. 
Bertolt Brecht and Augusto Boal have each contributed 
significantly to the field of Applied Theatre, and both 
used theatrical performance to intervene in the social 
and political discourses of their time. 

Brecht’s theory of how to effect social change through 
performance has pervaded much academic discourse 
in this field (Brecht, 1936/1985). He rejected Aristotle’s 
notions of pity, fear and catharsis as central to the 
power of theatre over its audience (Aristotle, circa 
370BC/1996). Rather, Brecht contended that eliciting 
empathy and emotion from an audience encumbered 
the capacity for performance to effect social or political 
change. He held that audiences should be required to 
critically and intellectually engage with the material 
presented on stage, and in this way, opinion and 
behaviour could be altered. 

Over 30 years, Augusto Boal (1985) developed 
techniques for the harnessing of Brechtian philosophy. 
These techniques became known as ‘Theatre of the 
Oppressed’. Boal assumed that all life is theatre and 
that theatre is necessarily political. He used theatre as 
a medium through which to access and address human 
and social concerns. Theatre of the Oppressed is driven 
by the fundamental purpose of enabling the spectator 
to become a protagonist and an agent of the dramatic 
action as a rehearsal for decision-making in real life 
(Schaedler, 2010).

One technique of Theatre of the Oppressed is ‘forum 
theatre’. This involves using theatre as a means of 
addressing social problems by pausing the play and 
inviting audience members to make decisions for the 
protagonists in order to advance the narrative. It can be 

Daykin et al. (2008) present a systematic review of 
international academic research published between 
1994 and 2004 on the health effects of performing 
arts interventions in schools and community settings 
with young people aged 11 to 18. The review finds 
that research on the impact of the performing arts on 
young people outside of clinical settings is at a relatively 
early stage (Daykin et al. 2008, p. 251). The strongest 
evidence of positive outcomes was from the influence of 
participation in drama on the development of positive 
peer interaction and social skills. 

There is also more recent research supporting the 
approach taken by Phunktional in its endeavour to 
contribute to behavioural change in youth. Hemphill 
and Heerde (2014) report on a longitudinal study into 
adolescent risk and protective factors in relation to 
perpetration, victimisation and cyberbullying. The 
research was based on self-report surveys at the start 
and end of an eight-year period. It concludes that 
cyberbullying can be reduced through the development 
of social skills and conflict resolution skills and by 
supporting families of adolescents. It finds that universal 
programs that assist the development of emotion control 
skills for youth are warranted.

One study that assessed something like what 
Phunktional does is Quek, White, Low and Connor’s 
(2012) Australian research into a theatre program 
designed to reduce the alcohol-related risks to young 
people during schoolies week. Choices is an applied 
50-minute theatre prevention program delivered in 
North Queensland schools to year 12 students in their 
last week of school. It applies a harm-minimisation 
approach to program delivery. The study suggests that 
‘targeted youth-specific prevention programs employing 
a harm minimisation framework can be effective in 
reducing high-risk behaviours associated with alcohol 
consumption’ (Quek et al., 2012, p. 901). 

Particularly relevant research into the value and 
effectiveness of participatory youth theatre in effecting 
positive outcomes is Wright et al.’s (2013) research into 
the work of Australia’s Big hART company. Their research 
evaluates the impact of three Big hART programs from 
the perspective of the community participants. The 
research is useful to the Phunktional study, first for 
comparative purposes, and second, because it confirms 
the value of taking arts projects to regional and remote 
places for the purpose of engaging young people in 
discourse around relevant social issues. The authors 
contend that participatory arts projects can influence 
change in the lives of participants and their communities 
across seven broad domains: psychosocial health; 
community belonging and connectedness; agency and 
behavioural change; capacity for artistic expression; 
economic effect; learning; and cultural identity. In 
relation to agency and behavioural change, Wright 
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Despite the challenges in evaluating outcomes for 
theatre audiences, there is much expectation from 
funding bodies and policy-makers for theatre artists 
to provide evidence of the efficacy of performance 
designed for social change. Snyder-Young (2013) argues 
that realistic benchmarks using practical evaluation and 
assessment tools should be applied, and that reports 
should acknowledge the problems of the transference of 
drama to the real world. 

Our evaluation concentrates first on those aspects of 
the performance that engaged audiences, and second, 
how the show and the post-show discussion have 
empowered young people to make better and more 
informed choices, and how to access help should it be 
required. Below is some data from the pre-show survey 
that illustrates that performances like those offered by 
Phunktional have potential value:  

What the pre-survey told us about the 
audience of Love Drunk …
•   Almost half our respondents reported going to 

parties where alcohol is consumed;
•   41% of the teens watching the show have been 

drunk at a party; 
•   11% have been involved in a fight or serious 

argument because of alcohol; and
•   Just half of students felt they had received ‘some’ 

or ‘a lot’ of information at school about safe 
drinking

What the pre-survey told us about the 
audience of Who Stole …
•   More than 90% use some kind of social media; 
•   36% responded ‘yes’ to the item: ‘Someone you 

know has sent you a nude selfie of themselves’;
•   More than a third (36%) agreed that there was 

pressure among people their age to send nude 
selfies; and 

•   Just 33% of students agreed they had received 
‘some’ or ‘a lot’ of information about the risks of 
sending nude selfies at school

used to reflect on past and present situations, or as a 
practice for a potential future event (Schaedler, 2010). In 
this way it can be applied as a pedagogical tool to help 
people understand how to make better behavioural and 
social choices. 

The Love Drunk and Who Stole performances call for 
audience participation and agency, and are intended to 
facilitate informed decision-making. Both plays apply 
some principles of Forum Theatre by engaging the 
audience in the moral decision-making of the characters. 

5. CAPACITY FOR APPLIED THEATRE TO EFFECT 
SOCIAL CHANGE AND HARM MINIMISATION
The capacity of a single theatre performance to effect 
behavioural change (like a reduction in binge drinking 
or cyberbullying) on youth audiences is limited (see 
Daykin et al., 2008; Snyder-Young 2013). Behavioural 
changes may result from long-term, carefully designed 
programs that fully engage the individual and the group 
and address psychological as well as social variables. This 
kind of program is not applicable in this context. Theatre 
has more scope when it comes to affecting attitudes or 
opinions. 

Dani Snyder–Young (2013) addresses the limitations 
of theatre in her excellent book, Theatre of Good 
Intentions: Challenges and Hopes for Theatre and Social 
Change. Snyder-Young (2013) contends that despite 
the many therapeutic side effects of theatre, it is rare 
that a performance will effect lasting social change. 
Nonetheless, she argues that the potential for helpful 
interventions, particularly around ‘consciousness-
raising’ (changes in attitudes or thinking) can be found, 
particularly in acts of collaboration between artists and 
audiences, where audiences are invited to participate 
into the characters’ decision-making, to live vicariously 
through the characters. 

Accepting this position, it seems likely that a significant 
aspect of Phunktional’s capacity to impact on young 
people’s attitudes and thinking is born out of its 
application of forum theatre techniques, as well as the 
contemporary theatrical devices that it uses, like hip-
hop, the spoken word and poetry. Through these means, 
the audience members can connect with the characters 
and the characters’ stories; they are required to critically 
think about the issues raised, step into the shoes of the 
characters, and make decisions for them. In this way, the 
audience is collaborating in the process of challenging 
the hegemonic norm as well as rehearsing for how they 
might deal with similar events if they happen in their 
own lives.  Whilst social or behavioural change is difficult 
to achieve from a single theatre stimulus performance, 
having vicarious experiences through a play may equip 
audiences with the skills and knowledge to deal with 
real-life situations should they ever occur in real life.
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Actor/audience participation
At critical points in each play the actors stopped the 
performance and interacted with the audience, asking 
them questions such as: ‘Who do you think was to 
blame?’ and ‘What should happen next?’. This is a 
technique of forum theatre, which enables the students 
to be actively involved in the narrative of the play and 
engaged in the characters’ choices (cf. Schaedler, 2010). 
It encouraged students to be participants rather than 
observers or voyeurs. In this way, the performance 
provided opportunities for students to reflect on 
similar past situations, or as a rehearsal for difficult 
decision-making in potential future events. In theatre, 
perhaps the greatest potential for harm minimisation 
intervention arises from the acts of collaboration 
between the artists and their audiences, where the 
audiences are invited to participate in moral decision-
making (Snyder-Young, 2013).

In Love Drunk, after the night at the party in which 
the sexual assault took place, Lee asks Marko ‘What 
happened last night?’. The play was paused at this point 
and the actors asked the audience how Marko should 
respond. Their responses varied, with some suggesting 
that Marko fabricate a story, others suggesting he make 
excuses, while others thought he should just tell the 
truth. For example:

• You shit the bed
• Nothing happened
• David tried to rape you
• David tried to do something
• David touched you
• Things got out of hand
• We all got drunk
• I pulled your top up
• I tried to protect you
• I’m your friend

There was a lot interaction between the students about 
how to proceed and what Marko should say. At the 
conclusion of the performance the actors again asked 
the students about the ending of the play and whether 
they would have liked it to end differently. The students 
generally agreed that the friendship could not recover 
and that this was a tragic loss for all three. Several 
students thought that David and Marko should have to 
face the legal consequences of their actions, although 
they did not want them to be sentenced to a juvenile 
justice institution. 

The audience particularly appreciated the chance to 
influence the play’s ending:

Student: The performance was very open. It didn’t hide 
stuff, a lot of that actually happens in real life whereas 
a lot of other plays will hide it or they will stereotype it 
to a different perspective ... and it was very open to the 
audience as well, asking the audience, that was pretty 
cool.

EVALUATION RESULTS
In this part of the report we present the major findings, 
summarising both the survey and focus group data, 
in addition to our observations. We discuss the play, 
the performance, the post-show discussions, how the 
material relates to their lives, and how the shows raise 
awareness of risks. 

1. The show
Shortly after each show students completed the post-
show survey. We also conducted a focus group with 
students and interviews with teachers. 

Key findings from the post-show surveys about  
the show
The students were extremely receptive to the show and 
rated it highly. Here is a snapshot of their thoughts: 

LOVE DRUNK:
•   83% of the audience ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly 

agreed’ with the statement that: ‘The show was 
a good way to learn about things that can go 
wrong if I get drunk’; 

•   Eight out of ten students would recommend the 
show to someone their own age; and

•   77% found the post-show discussion ‘moderately 
helpful’ or ‘very helpful’ in informing them 
where they can get help if they encounter any of 
the issues raised in the show.

WHO STOLE THE SOLE:
•   86% of the audience ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly 

agreed’ with the statement that ‘the show was 
a good way to learn about the consequences of 
cyberbullying and the sharing of nude selifes’; 

•   Three quarters of the students would 
recommend the show to someone their own 
age; and  

•   Like Love Drunk, the students responded warmly 
to the post-show discussion: the overwhelming 
majority found the discussion ‘moderately 
helpful’ or ‘very helpful’ in informing them 
where to get help if they encounter any of the 
issues raised in the show.

These data concur with our extensive observations 
of students watching the shows, where we found 
that they were almost always engaged and watched 
intently. For the most part they behaved in a respectful 
manner towards the actors and actively engaged in the 
participatory aspects of the performance, answering 
questions or responding to queries raised by the actors. 
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Responses to the performance
Students and staff were impressed by the quality of 
the performances and the energy of the actors. They 
appreciated the fast pace, athleticism, interaction 
with the audience and the involvement of students in 
the story line. A few senior staff members indicated 
they were initially nervous about some of the material 
covered in the plays, particularly the sexual overtones 
at the start of Love Drunk. Additionally, there was 
some worry about the distress it might cause some of 
the students, but this was soon allayed as the shows 
progressed: 

Teacher: Well I thought it [Who Stole] was really 
engaging for the kids, I liked the issues that they 
tackled. I started off a little bit nervous with the fighting 
stuff ... Yes it’s very engaging, very engaging. 

By the end of the performance, this anxiety dissipated. 
Most teachers appeared comfortable with the content 
and delighted with the quality of the performance:

Teacher: It was fabulous, I was really pleased, I must 
add now how engaged our group were just then, they 
were really engaged with that, when they haven’t 
been with other productions and that shows you how 
well your group’s done this. And these are a very hard 
cohort. I was proud. I was proud of them so many times 
there. 

Girls and boys were equally engaged in the performances 
but they seemed to respond differently to some of the 
issues raised in the shows. Girls appeared to be more 
anxious during the sexual assault scene in Love Drunk 
than the boys. Some girls left the room during this scene 
and returned later, while no boys left. 

Teacher: You know the girl right at the front, at one 
point when they were looking like they were going 
to assault her [the character Lee], she moved right 
forward and started to giggle and I think that was kind 
of embarrassment, did you notice that? ... I think she 
felt really uncomfortable.

In contrast, the boys seemed more anxious around 
the family violence scenes. Both plays present a strong 
interrogation of masculinity that may challenge the boys 
in the audience. Teachers who said that some boys were 
uncomfortable watching the depiction of family violence 
picked up this point:

Interviewer: We noticed in the violent scene with 
the father, all the boys who were sitting with us were 
obviously very uncomfortable about that, and I’m 
wondering if you noticed a spark in anyone?

Teacher: Those boys near us, they’re the jocks at the 
school aren’t they? And those wiggling around a little 
bit more at those scenes, yeah. Definitely, I think it 
definitely raises issues for them. 

The play provided an effective backdrop for students 
to engage in a serious discussion about these complex 
issues. It also provided an opening for both students 
and staff to continue the discussion in classes or among 
themselves in the days and weeks after the performance.

Post-show Discussion
Love Drunk and Who Stole focussed on the moral 
dilemmas that the characters faced. While some of their 
behaviours had legal ramifications, addressing the finer 
details of the law was not the main purpose of this part 
of the show. The post-play discussions, which were an 
integral part of the performance, provided students with 
an opportunity to think about ways to keep themselves 
safe while engaging in social interactions with other 
students. 

During the post-show discussion, students typically 
asked questions about the actors, their training and 
performance. Students indicated how impressed they 
were with the performance and the actors’ ability to play 
teenagers. They also responded actively to the questions 
posed by the actors, with differing views raised. This was 
especially so around the questions about who was the 
most at fault in the assault scene in Love Drunk. While 
most felt that David was most at fault, Leigh and Marco 
also were regarded as somewhat culpable. There some 
sympathy for David because of his family situation and 
the family violence he encountered:

Student 1: Everyone was a little bit in the wrong and 
then everyone had a little bit of remorse on them, think 
that’s the word to use, everyone did something bad but 
then there is always a back story to why someone does 
something bad. 

Student 2: But still it doesn’t justify why they should  
do it.

Student 1: I think if they were all a little bit more 
educated about all that stuff it would make the 
situation better.

Student 3: I think the thing that made it [the 
performance] good was they realised what they did 
wrong so they tried to fix it.

The post-show discussion provided an ideal opportunity 
for students to engage with the moral issues around 
social interactions and behaviour. At times, the 
discussion drifted into aspects of the law and one of 
the actors would talk about legal issues. However, the 
finer detail of the law, under what circumstance it would 
apply, was not always adequately covered. The laws are 
at times very complex and the actors, while apprised of 
the general nature of the laws, are not experts. At some 
of the shows, other experts were able to address legal 
questions, though this was not done systematically. 
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In contrast, a few students empathised with David 
because of his violent home background. Others were 
more judgemental, as the following dialogue shows:

Student 1: I felt more for David.

Student 2: Yeah. Because even though what he was 
doing was wrong, a lot of it was from home, a lot of 
how he was acting out. How he was, even though it 
wasn’t right but he is learning from what he sees at 
home from his dad, how to be rude, how his dad acts 
around his mum, is how he thinks is right to be around 
girls. Cause we normally all learn from our parents.

Student 1: I honestly wanted to go down there and give 
Dave a big slap in the face.

Student 2: Kick him in the clackers.

Student 3: Many people would have thought he was a 
bad person but if they didn’t know what was happening 
at home, no one saw that.

Student 4: Except everyone.

Student 3: Dave looked like he needed a hug.

Student 4: Even if it was a different girl, I don’t think 
he would have went through with it because I think he 
would have thought maybe about his mum all the time. 

This dialogue illustrates the way in which the play can 
be used as a mechanism for students to discuss complex 
and ethical issues, and in so doing allow them to think 
through what they might do when they encounter 
similar situations. 

Who Stole audience: Thinking 
about the lead characters, did you 
identify with:

Tony 18%
Tanya 8%
Matt 13%
None 54%
DK 6%

Overall, the students felt that the theatre presentation 
was an excellent way to learn about important social 
issues in comparison to other school-based activities 
(such as classroom discussions) on these topics. We 
discuss this later in the report. 

2.  Appropriateness of Material and Topics  
in Plays

At the end of the literature review we provided a 
snapshot of what the students told us in the surveys 
about how they are affected by drinking and sexting.  
A key question for us as researchers was to assess how 
directly the shows relate to the everyday lives and 
experiences of students. We discuss this below. 

The gymnastic ability and fitness of the male performers 
was an added attraction to the students. They also 
liked the dialogue, especially the use of humour as a 
technique for getting the message across. One student 
said that humour helps young men to communicate 
things that are troubling them, which in other 
circumstances they find too confronting to talk about in 
a serious way.

Identification with Characters in the Plays
Both plays demonstrated the complexity of issues 
such as blame, guilt and responsibility, which allowed 
for opportunities for later discussion and reflection. 
What made this particularly useful in raising issues of 
culpability was that the three main characters in each 
story had characteristics or experiences with which the 
students identified. Each of these characters was likeable 
at some point during the performance.  

Love Drunk audience:  Thinking 
about the lead characters, did you 
identify with:

Marko  16%
David   9%
Lee   11%
None  51%
DK 13%

In Love Drunk, 36% of students indicated that they 
directly identified with one of the three main characters. 
In the focus groups, there was discussion around which 
character engendered sympathy and the extent to 
which likeability and extenuating circumstances such as 
David’s family background influenced their view of his 
culpability. In the process of considering these questions, 
students were asked with which characters they 
identified with in each play. 

In Love Drunk, students tended to identify with Marko 
for two main reasons. First, students said that they were 
sympathetic towards him because he was treated badly 
by Lee and other kids who called him ‘a wog’. Second, 
they identified with him because he did not go through 
with the sexual assault and eventually did the right thing 
and tried to protect Lee. Third, they said that Marko, 
in contrast to David, was a decent person. In the focus 
group, the moderator asked the students to explain why 
they sympathised with Marko:

Student 1: They were bringing his race against him. He 
seemed like he wanted to do the right thing.

Student 2: He ultimately did the right thing.

Student 3: Lee did not help by leading them on as well.

Student 4: Yeah, leading them on probably didn’t help 
her cause. I feel sorry for Lee too. I really do. I don’t 
know why, I don’t feel as much [for Lee] as I did for 
Marko. 
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out benzos [a tranquiliser] to everyone. … Yelling and 
screaming. And then they kicked him out, they pushed 
him over, cos they didn’t want that stuff anywhere near 
them.

It was generally accepted by students that sometimes 
people would bring drugs to parties. Students at one 
school said that when they invited people to parties 
they put on the invitation or Facebook page: ‘No drugs.’ 
They said that they knew some students would bring 
them and leave them outside the house. This practice 
was undertaken to protect the party hosts from possible 
prosecution if there was a police raid: 

Student: This school is really classed in two standards, 
you’ve got the regular people that will pretty much just 
have fun and then you have this other group that take 
it just a little bit too far and they would do the alcohol, 
the drugs and everything and then the other people 
would just be there for a good time.

Interviewer: Okay so do you think some of this kind of 
partying that gets out of control goes on at your age 
group?

Student: I can say yes.

Teachers and students discussed the prevalence of drug 
use in the local communities and the flow-on effect it 
has on the school environment. Students said there was 
a big drug problem in their communities, particularly 
‘ice’ (methyl-amphetamine), and that the problem is 
conspicuous. They reported incidents of interacting with 
people at parties who were on ice and that they worry 
about the erratic or unpredictable behaviour of users. A 
few students said they would like to know how to avoid 
being harmed when they are around ice users: 

Student 1: Just like how careless people can become 
when they’re on it (ice) and they don’t really care who 
you are, it could be your best friend but they don’t care. 
They just become a completely different person.

Student 2: Someone’s brother was on ice and he just 
lost his shit. What scares me the most is you can’t stop 
them, they think they’re invincible.

Student 1:They act like it too, it’s really hard and he did 
not go down (to prison), it was like nothing happened.

The play raised a number of issues that provided 
teachers with an opportunity to discuss with students 
what strategies they could adopt to keep themselves 
safe. Students are not going to stop going to parties as a 
result of seeing Love Drunk. However, the play did make 
students aware of the risks associated with parties and 
the need to develop risk-prevention strategies. A male 
student explained how he intended to protect himself at 
parties in the future:

Student: I think it is really important to actually know 
your limits too, if you’re going to go out to a party, you 
want to make sure you’re drinking to have a good time 
but not so people can actually take advantage of you. 
Drinking so you wake up the next morning and actually 

Parties, drinking, drugs
While some students indicated that they did not like 
parties and would not attend them, many others 
indicated that parties were part of their social life. A 
teacher estimated that about half the male students 
in year 10 who attended parties behaved in a ‘macho’ 
manner.

Teacher: The way they acted at the party [in Love 
Drunk] you see it all the time ... I was just going to say 
the students try to be someone they’re not and then 
use alcohol as an excuse, drugs as an excuse to behave 
in a sexist manner ... Fifty-fifty, there’s a lot of kids that 
probably would do that and then there’s a lot of kids 
that don’t.

Both males and female students had a sense of the 
dangers that came with alcohol: violence, unwanted 
sex, drinks spiking and acute intoxication. Love Drunk 
provided them with an avenue to discuss strategies for 
keeping safe and looking out for each other. The girls 
and to a lesser degree the boys recognised that normal 
boundaries can be violated when there is alcohol and 
that they need to take precautions to ensure their own 
and their friends’ safety. Both boys and girls indicated 
that they rely on a friend to watch out for them:

Student (Female): Boys get pretty touchy, like if they 
want you then they are pretty set in their ways, when 
they’re drinking. It’s like I like to make sure, if I’m going 
to a party and I know I’m going to get pretty drunk, I 
would ask probably ‘Sally’, can you keep an eye on me 
tonight, make sure I’m all good?

Interviewer: And what do boys do to protect 
themselves from getting in trouble?

Student 1 (Male): Just don’t leave your drink some 
place, make sure it is with you or someone is  
watching it.

Love Drunk audience:  awareness * of the 
risks of excessive drinking (% of audience):

Informed  50%
Moderately informed 19%
Unaware/don’t care 24%
Don’t know 7%

* Based on a 10-item scale (see appendix B)

Female students identified acute intoxication and drink 
spiking as the main risks associated with attending 
parties. In contrast the males identified alcohol-related 
violence as the main risk associated with attending 
parties. They described how fights could break out and 
that it was difficult to avoid the fall-out.

Student (Male): I went to the wrong party not too 
long ago where there was, around twelve o’clock there 
was a massive fight between the adults there and an 
older teenager, probably about 18, cos he was handing 
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36% of the Who Stole audience 
agreed with the statement:  
‘There is pressure among people  
my age to send nude selfies.’

Cyberbullying. In Love Drunk there was in an incident 
where David accesses an adult social networking website 
and links up with his sports teacher (she is unaware 
that it is David). He then tries to blackmail her over the 
exchange and bullies her into giving him a higher grade. 
Students were aware of several social media sites for 
adults and indicated students accessed them by lying 
about their age. 

Who Stole audience: Have you 
received nasty or unkind comments 
or posts on social media?

No 42%
Yes 46%
DK 13%

While students were aware of their school’s policies on 
cyberbullying, they indicated that it still occurred and 
that for some students, education programs were not 
making that much difference. They claimed that some 
students knew it was cruel thing to do but still engaged 
in the practice:

Student: There are more cyberbullies than there are 
normal, person-to-person bullies I noticed, in my 
experience.

Several students recounted incidents where 
cyberbullying had been at such a serious level that the 
police had become involved:

Student: At my last school where there was a lot of 
cyberbullying and stuff going on, so they had a lot of 
meetings about it and it started getting pretty serious 
and I think one of them almost committed suicide 
and the police had to get involved because of the 
cyberbullying. 

Students talked about the powerlessness of those 
being bullied and recounted incidents where bullying 
intensified when a student told a parent or teacher. 
Students generally agreed victims felt that telling a 
teacher about the bullying may intensify it:

Student: It’s also like the kids that are getting bullied 
probably aren’t speaking up about it because they don’t 
want to be further bullied because of speaking out 
about it.

remember what happened, that’s how I’d see it. If I was 
to go to a party I’d make sure I was, like I was having a 
good time but I wasn’t off my face, not blind, not going 
to remember anything, just some moderation type 
situation for me.

Social Media
Issues to do with sexting, cyberbullying and cyber-safety 
are covered in Who Stole.  Tanya sends Tony a photo of 
herself in her underwear. Tony sends it to Matt to brag 
about it. Motivated by jealousy, Matt sends it on to the 
whole school. The result of this exchange has negative 
consequences for all three, with Tanya feeling stressed, 
humiliated and betrayed by her friends. This scene 
illustrated to students the fragility of friendship and the 
need to demonstrate trustworthiness. 

Sexting: Sexting is certainly prevalent in the schools. 
Teachers described incidents where sexting and the 
circulation of nude or semi-nude pictures had occurred:

Teacher: We’ve had the sexting … and the sending 
pictures of breasts or nudies or male genitals or 
whatever the case is and police have been involved, 
yeah we’ve had a couple of quite serious cases and in 
fact we’ve got a couple of girls in there [seeing the play] 
that have been involved in that.

A teacher described a sexting incident by a year seven 
student who was oblivious to the risks of sending photos 
of herself in the nude:

Teacher: Well the sexting thing, we’ve had one this 
week with a year seven girl sending photos to a year 9, 
and you know, it’s all over the school before we know 
about it ... It’s out there to our school community now 
and that’s been some awful repercussions which she 
doesn’t understand, it just goes over her head and she 
doesn’t understand why girls are being mean to her in 
the yard and boys are being suggestive to her. 

Teachers/welfare officers stated that children in Years 
five and six were now confronting issues associated with 
texting, sexting and online bullying and that education 
on this was required now in primary schools:

Teacher: I think it highlights the moral and the legal 
issues around sexting. Unfortunately, you know, we 
need to be starting this education in primary schools 
now. We’ve, really, the issues that we’re having at the 
moment are in our current year nines, so they weren’t 
part of that education thing last year, and year sevens 
coming in so you know, it’s more in the younger, junior 
schools, so a lot of the education is going to have to 
start a lot earlier.

Students told us about the dynamics of sexting culture, 
indicating that it was pretty normal for a girl to send 
her boyfriend a picture of herself naked or semi-
naked. Some did not seem that concerned about this 
practice, describing it was a way of demonstrating their 
commitment to the relationship.
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Another school had won an award for its efforts 
in addressing homophobia and providing a safe 
environment for same-sex attracted young people. The 
teacher told us: 

Our school was recognised by the Safe Schools Coalition 
about five years ago as a safe school for same-sex 
attracted young people. We work very hard in this 
school to stamp out words like gay and poofter…

At two schools, students took their same sex partner 
to the school social and fellow students did not react 
negatively to it. 

Focus group participants indicated that while most 
students were generally accepting of students with 
different sexual orientations, there were still instances 
of bullying and discrimination. Students and teachers 
indicated that some parents maintained hostility towards 
or fear of the LGBTI community and this did affect LGBTI 
students. 

Friendship, Loyalty 
In addition to the ‘big themes’ of both plays, there are 
other themes that run through both, including friendship 
and loyalty. Again, the theatrical exploration of these 
issues resonated with students and made sense in the 
context of their lives. 

The importance and fragility of friendship is a constant 
theme throughout both plays. The characters in 
both plays broke loyalty and trust with negative 
consequences. In one of the focus groups students 
identified breakdown in friendship as the issue with 
which they most strongly identified, with some stating 
that the loss of the friendship was the biggest tragedy in 
Love Drunk:

Student: I think that’s the reason why they killed the 
monster because they killed the friendship.

Interviewer: Do you think that was the natural choice 
to make, her decision to not be their friend?

Student: Would have been hard because letting go of 
any of your friends would be hard but deep down she 
might have felt like, a bit betrayed.

Masculinity was a theme running throughout both plays. 
In Love Drunk, David’s father is aggressive, violent and 
misogynous. While David initially followed his father’s 
lead, at the end of the play he had changed and rejected 
this form of masculinity. Students may have registered 
this, but it was not particularly prominent in their post-
show reflections.  

Family Violence
Depictions of family violence are in both plays. Like binge 
drinking and cyberbullying, students said that family 
violence was prevalent in the communities: 

Student 1: I know about parents getting bashed or 
divorced, a lot of my friends, not my friends, but a lot 
of people whose parents divorce, parents bash one 
another, and mother bashes the kids.

Student 2: Or vice versa.

Student 1: And I know a lot of people, not myself 
personally, that it would be affecting really badly cos 
I know a lot of people have that happen in their home 
and that would have really hurt them. 

This exchange took place in another focus group:

Student 1: But I think when you are 16 you have the 
right to say you don’t want to call the police, I’m pretty 
sure. My friend had something bad [at home] and they 
said we want to call the police and all that and she’s like 
I don’t want you to and they had to look up, they had a 
book, and apparently you’re allowed.

Interviewer: It’s interesting you say that because that 
issue was raised in the play too about the abuse going 
on in David’s home.

Student 1: Made me feel sick, through the whole play  
I felt so sick to my stomach, I was going to walk out and 
vomit.

Student 2: It was really confronting. 

Students were also asked what they would do if one 
of their friends experienced family violence. They 
found this a difficult question and were unsure what, if 
anything, they could do to help. For example: 

Student: Probably the most difficult issue to deal with 
because you can’t really do anything because if you tell 
people they’ll try and help you, and get them to talk to 
your parents about whatever is happening. It could just 
make it worse or it could get you taken away from them 
or something like that.

Like the other topics, the shows address critical issues 
in the family lives of students, providing a forum for 
discussion and follow up, or a catalyst for students to 
seek assistance. 

Sexuality
The performance touches on issues to do with 
homosexuality and homophobia. On this topic, the focus 
group and interview data suggested attitudes at schools 
were changing, with many students showing greater 
tolerance of difference. One teacher said:

Sort of step back a little bit, last year we had a young 
man in year 11 come up, say he was gay and he 
publicly did that and there may have been a little bit of 
backlash, I’m not 100 per cent sure, but people seem 
to have just accepted him and life has gone on. There’s 
a couple of girls at our senior level have identified [as 
gay] and made it known that they are in a lesbian 
relationship.
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Forty per cent declared that Love Drunk was one was 
‘one of the best’ activities they had done on drinking and 
a further 38% declared that it was ‘better than most’. 
With Who Stole the results were similar. 

Who Stole the Sole compared to other school-based 
activities they have done on cyberbullying  

and sexting (% of audience)

As can be seen in the chart, 47% declared that Who Stole 
the Sole was ‘one of the best’ activities they had done on 
the topic and a further 26% declared that it was ‘better 
than most’. 

Echoing these sentiments, almost without exception, the 
staff talked about how effective the two plays were in 
addressing several current issues facing young people: 

Teacher: I think a play [Who Stole the Sole?] is 
something that immediately engages with the students 
and it’s, yeah, the way it was done today it’s, I think 
it’s really on their level and I think this is speaking to 
us directly. I think sometimes when you explicitly teach 
about a topic or an issue, the kids can zone out a little 
bit and it’s cyber safety we’ve heard all of this before. 
But a play you know, by its nature is that way of sharing 
a story with an audience and I think, you know, anyone 
can engage with a story and then they’re kind of almost 
learning accidentally but it’s, they identify with the story 
and they think ‘Oh that’s like the situation I was in’ or 
‘That’s like a mate I heard about’, and yeah they just 
kind of learn without realising they are, yeah so a play 
is excellent, yeah, an excellent way to teach. 

Staff and students talked about how important it was to 
hear a message from different sources and in different 
forums. They indicated that it reinforced the message 
without being boring or hectoring:

Interviewer: Now what do you see is the value of 
having a play like that for the school and for the kids? 

Student 1: I think it’s very good, because they need to 
hear it from a variety of different people and also in a 
variety of different ways of how to get the information 
out there. Because you can sit down in a classroom 
and do it for as long as you can but you know, which is 

Age Appropriateness of Material in Plays
An analysis of comments made by students in focus 
groups indicated that they thought that Who Stole would 
have been better targeted to a younger audience. Here is 
a discussion among students who had seen both plays: 

Student 1: ‘Who Stole the Sole?’ was a lot more childish 
than ‘Love Drunk’. It was for a young audience. 
Student 2: I think with the cyberbullying we had learnt 
a lot more before that (at school) and we already knew 
about it whereas this one (Love Drunk)… This hit hard, 
yeah. 

Student 1: I think we leant, with the cyberbullying we 
learnt a lot more before that and we already knew 
about it whereas this one, we were clueless kinda.

Interviewer: Okay, clueless about, in relation to what?

Student 1: You know how we got asked a question 
at the end? Everyone put their hand up because we 
thought if she was drunk it didn’t count, and she gave 
consent while she was drunk that it didn’t matter, we 
weren’t very knowledgeable with that subject. 

The material in Love Drunk was considered by both 
students and staff to be well targeted, addressing a 
theme about which they had received less information. 
This is borne out by survey data we collected several 
months after the performance. (See later in this report.)

Overall, the focus groups provided a rich insight into 
the everyday worlds of the students and the students’ 
responses suggest that the themes that each show 
addresses are speaking to their lives. 

3. Theatre as Education … 
We asked students in the surveys how they rated 
the particular show compared to other school-based 
activities they have done on the same topics. These 
findings are presented in the charts below. 

Love Drunk compared to other school-based activities 
they have done on drinking (% of audience)
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To properly map this, we created a metric for each 
show that measures how much the show engaged and 
informed their immediate thinking about the major 
issue of each show: social media use/teen drinking. 
Students were asked five questions about the show, 
with responses ranging from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly 
disagree’ for each of these items. These items were 
assessed to see how well students’ responses to one 
answer fitted with their responses to the other answers, 
and thus whether the five items were tapping into a 
person’s underlying set of attitudes or beliefs (that is, 
they were actually impacted by the show). 

Next, we created a summary measure of these items – 
the ‘impact’ scale. To make this easier to understand, 
we have organised the data to show that the students 
cluster around three kinds of responses, or ‘types’ on 
this scale:

IMPACTED: The show had a strong to very strong impact 
on their thinking about the risks of drinking/social media 
use.

INTERESTED: The show had a moderate impact on their 
thinking about the risks of drinking/social media use.

DISENGAGED: The show had little to no impact. 

DO NOT KNOW: students simply could not say.

Below are tables for both shows, both of which suggest 
that the plays and post-show discussion did raise 
consciousness about each play’s key themes.  

Who Stole the Sole: Audience engagement with the 
show’s positive messages (% of audience)

good, obviously it’s what needs to happen because over 
a time, but something like a play, it’s hitting you from 
a different view or a different angle and they might 
remember that more than just sitting in a classroom for 
45 minutes. 

Teachers also remarked that one of the reasons the plays 
were effective as a teaching tool was that the actors 
were relatively young and the audience could identify 
with them more easily. This provided an effective way of 
focussing them on thinking about ‘at risk’ behaviour and 
self-care:

Teacher: They actually will associate themselves 
and some of their peers with some of the characters 
because I know with David’s character I already had 
in my mind probably half a dozen students, Lee’s 
character, probably half a dozen girls and Marko’s 
characters again probably half a dozen that would fit 
in the personalities that they were actually portraying. 
(Love Drunk)

Students also talked about how much easier it was to 
think about these issues in a lively performance rather 
than traditional teaching methods. By applying principles 
of forum theatre, Phunktional created an opportunity for 
the students to identify commonalities and differences 
between themselves and others. By engaging in moral 
decision making on behalf of the characters, they 
enhance their problem-solving skills (Schaedler, 2010). 
The students agreed that it helped them to reflect on 
other ways that they might resolve similar issues:

Interviewer: Do you think the issues [in Who Stole the 
Sole?] touched home?

Student 1: I think they did, like you have other people 
come in but they just talk, they don’t act. These ones 
they talked and also acted so sort of fun, but you realise 
what the issues are.

Interviewer:  Is there anything about having the issues 
raised in a performance rather than just being talked at 
that makes it easier to engage with?

Student 2: I think people our age – we zone out when 
they [adults] talk. 

Student 1: Yeah when they just talk, you’re not really 
listening cause you’ve heard it before but when they do 
performances and show how it could be in real life, it’s 
more interesting and you take note of that a bit more. 

Students are educated about key adolescent social issues 
in health education classes, homeroom discussions, 
abundant websites, and visits from various outside 
programs and experts, including Victoria Police. The 
evidence clearly shows that a well designed and 
performed theatrical production is a student favourite. 
Survey data that we took shortly after the show 
indicated a high level of engagement and satisfaction, 
with students telling us how much the show had 
influenced their thinking, at least in the short term.

Forty per cent declared that Love Drunk was one was 
‘one of the best’ activities they had done on drinking and 
a further 38% declared that it was ‘better than most’. 
With Who Stole the results were similar. 

Who Stole the Sole compared to other school-based 
activities they have done on cyberbullying  

and sexting (% of audience)

As can be seen in the chart, 47% declared that Who Stole 
the Sole was ‘one of the best’ activities they had done on 
the topic and a further 26% declared that it was ‘better 
than most’. 

Echoing these sentiments, almost without exception, the 
staff talked about how effective the two plays were in 
addressing several current issues facing young people: 

Teacher: I think a play [Who Stole the Sole?] is 
something that immediately engages with the students 
and it’s, yeah, the way it was done today it’s, I think 
it’s really on their level and I think this is speaking to 
us directly. I think sometimes when you explicitly teach 
about a topic or an issue, the kids can zone out a little 
bit and it’s cyber safety we’ve heard all of this before. 
But a play you know, by its nature is that way of sharing 
a story with an audience and I think, you know, anyone 
can engage with a story and then they’re kind of almost 
learning accidentally but it’s, they identify with the story 
and they think ‘Oh that’s like the situation I was in’ or 
‘That’s like a mate I heard about’, and yeah they just 
kind of learn without realising they are, yeah so a play 
is excellent, yeah, an excellent way to teach. 

Staff and students talked about how important it was to 
hear a message from different sources and in different 
forums. They indicated that it reinforced the message 
without being boring or hectoring:

Interviewer: Now what do you see is the value of 
having a play like that for the school and for the kids? 

Student 1: I think it’s very good, because they need to 
hear it from a variety of different people and also in a 
variety of different ways of how to get the information 
out there. Because you can sit down in a classroom 
and do it for as long as you can but you know, which is 
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Developing Strategies, Seeking Help … 
The focus groups provided an excellent opportunity to 
gather further data from the students and to hear their 
accounts of facing similar issues to those raised in the 
performances. It also afforded the research team with an 
idea of how follow up discussions might proceed among 
the students. 

Love Drunk alerted students about the need to develop 
strategies to keep themselves and their friends safe 
when attending parties. They discussed strategies for 
protecting themselves when drinking at a party: sticking 
with your friends, looking out for each other, being 
aware that people can spike your drinks, and looking 
out for girls if they are taken off into a separate room. 
Students indicated that in future they would pre-arrange 
transport home after the party, take their own drinks 
with screw top lids, and ensure that their friends were 
always in sight. 

The following dialogue illustrates the strategies some 
female students planned to put in place:

Student 1: We have a planned taxi. Taxi time. Yeah time 
to leave.

Interviewer: That’s a good idea. What else might  
you do?

Student 2: Talk to an adult, usually adults you can count 
on. You can always check up back with your friends 
every half hour if you get separated.

Student 3: Don’t leave your friend alone at all, and if 
they disappear, go looking for them. You never know 
what could have happened. Never leave them there 
behind.

Student 1: And you probably want to have something 
with a bottle you can screw the lid back on because you 
don’t want people to put stuff in your drinks.

Student 2: And I think we would all get cautious and 
anxious about our friends going missing cause yeah.

Consistent with this approach, the school welfare 
officers indicated that the performance provided them 
with an excellent opportunity to discuss sensitive and 
embarrassing topics with the students. The discussion 
could revolve around the characters in the plays and 
in so doing allow the students to distance themselves 
sufficiently so as to protect their privacy or to avoid 
getting into trouble. 

Two welfare officers explained how they might take the 
opportunity to discuss with students the issues raised in 
Love Drunk:

Raising issues that are hard to talk about in this kind 
of setting is great, you can get to the nitty gritty of 
the topics without having an awkward conversation. 
And although in schools, you don’t have the presence 
of parents, this may allow the conversation started at 
school to move to outside, to the family home. Starting 

Love Drunk: Audience engagement with the show’s 
positive messages (% of audience)

The bigger challenge is transforming this initial 
receptivity into more careful choices in the months 
and years after the show. As we report later, there was 
still some lasting consciousness-raising effect several 
months later. 

Changing Behaviour? Comments from the  
Focus Group
Both plays raised student consciousness of the risks 
associated with certain behaviours such as sexting, 
cyberbullying, drink spiking and sexual assault. In a 
follow up focus group done six months after seeing Who 
Stole, students indicated they changed the way they 
behaved in the short term. For example, in the case 
of Who Stole, the students who had seen the play in 
the previous year indicated that immediately after the 
performance they were more cautious about sexting and 
the exchange of nude or explicit photos: 

Student: Like some blokes are saying some of them had 
photos and then deleted them, like get rid of them.

Interviewer: After the show, that’s what happened. 
Yep. What else, you said that you thought there was 
some change immediately after the show, what sort of 
changes?

Student: Well they probably, people became more 
aware not to do everything after seeing the show.

Interviewer: So are people still, you know, sending 
nudes around fairly liberally again? 

Student: Probably not as much.

Student: Yeah it isn’t as bad as it was but yeah, used to 
be pretty bad.

Students were certainly more aware after the 
performance that there could be legal repercussions 
as a result of sexting and cyberbullying. Later in this 
report we consider what the survey indicated about how 
attitudes and opinions might have changed in the six to 
eight months after the play. 
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Clearly the two shows touch on sensitive and important 
issues for the students. The challenge is for schools to 
make best use of this resource as a catalyst for talking 
about and exploring the issues further. Watching the 
performance is just one part – a stimulus – in the journey 
for students learning positive social skills and harm-
minimisation strategies.

4. Other Education Strategies in the Schools 
Teachers were also asked about the health education 
program in the schools and how closely aligned these 
were to the topics covered in the plays.

Health Education in Schools
All the schools had regular health education programs 
for students in years seven to nine. Some schools had 
programs beyond this year level. In addition, some 
schools had a program where a teacher met with an 
assigned group of students on a weekly basis. Most 
schools had also established programs to address 
sexting, use of social media, homophobia and bullying in 
the school. Students and teachers indicated that sexting 
and cyberbullying often was covered in health classes in 
years seven and eight. 

Welfare coordinators described the topic covered in 
health classes and other programs and indicated that the 
material covered in the two plays closely aligned with 
the curriculum: 

Teacher: Well I think through our Wellbeing Team and 
through the health classes we cut across this quite 
well, we’ve done it through the school nurse, we did a 
cyberbullying session a couple of weeks ago. I talk to 
students probably daily about cyber sexting and looking 
at things on phones, they are always in my room talking 
about it but, I think we run it across the school fairly 
well, through all the different sections, wouldn’t you 
say? 

Three schools had conducted special sessions on 
cyberbullying and related issues for the older students 
before the performance of Who Stole. One teacher said:

We had a cybersafety presentation at the end of last 
term for our [year] nines and tens. The commissioner of 
e-safety came up and we regularly have someone from 
the police come up and do cyber stuff as well, so we do 
it quite a bit and try to do it as often as we can; it’s just 
one of those messages that you just have to keep trying 
to get through.

One welfare coordinator had developed an extensive 
program on such topics as sexting and on-line bullying 
for students starting in year 7.

conversations like this one allows students to think 
outside the box, and know that it is ok to have that 
conversation if need be.

According to teachers, an added bonus of having the 
plays in the school was that it was an experience shared 
by staff and students. This built a bridge between them, 
resulting in students feeling more able to talk to welfare 
staff about similar concerns that they face: 

I think it creates relationships with teachers and the 
students because the teachers have seen the play so 
therefore the students know the teachers have seen the 
play so if those things come up in conversation they can 
be talked about that way. I don’t think there will be any 
formal work with them but the pastoral care officer is 
going to debrief with each group in the next week or so, 
she’s going to catch up with them, we’ve asked her to 
do this job just to see whether everything did follow up 
or not. 

As indicated earlier, during the performance of Love 
Drunk, some students left the performance. When 
this occurred a staff member checked on them and 
accompanied them back shortly afterwards. They play 
was a catalyst for some to seek support from counsellors: 

I’m the chaplain and many students come to me at 
recess and I’ve just had three girls who have come in 
and asked for information after watching Love Drunk. 
I gave [them] a card to Headspace, a Beyond Blue one 
and, what was the other one, oh Kid’s Helpline. They 
wanted it anonymous, they asked a question, ‘Who 
would you see’? Who could you talk to if you couldn’t 
talk to anyone? And I gave her the Kid’s Helpline. 

EXIT SURVEY FINDINGS: Of those who 
saw Love Drunk, 14 students had 
sought out a counsellor or another 
adult to talk about the issues raised in 
the play. Of those who saw Who Stole, 
19 students had seen a counsellor or 
talked to another adult about one or 
more of the issues raised in the show. 

A school counsellor contacted one of the researchers 
a week or so after the performance of Love Drunk and 
indicated that several students had sought her assistance 
about similar issues to those raised in the play. A few 
students asked the welfare coordinator for a referral to 
an outside agency in town. 

Pressure to have sex, unwanted sexual advances, 
providing sex to a boyfriend and then being dumped, 
were issues that students discussed with welfare or 
counselling staff after the performance. Welfare staff 
reported that some students were clearly relieved to 
hear that sexual assault is not the fault of the victim/
survivor and that such behaviour is a criminal offence. 
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sober and you sort of used her with her drunkenness as 
consent and got her into bed and then she realised the 
next day that she had been used practically, that it was 
different in some way. 

Further ignorance of the law was particularly evidenced 
concerning the sexual assault incident that occurs in Love 
Drunk. Students in the focus groups indicated that while 
they were aware that sexual assault was illegal, there 
were things to do with consent about which they were 
hazy. They were aware of the sex offenders’ register, and 
that David could be charged with a crime, but they were 
hazy about the specificities of laws to do with sexual 
assault. They indicated that the post-show discussion 
helped them clarify some of these misconceptions. 
While they did not think Lee had committed a criminal 
offence, they were unclear about her culpability, with 
some students stating it was her ‘fault’ because she got 
drunk: 

Student: You know how we got asked a question at the 
end [re Love Drunk), that everyone put their hand up 
because we thought if she was drunk it didn’t count, 
and she gave consent while she was drunk that it didn’t 
matter, we weren’t very knowledgeable with that 
subject. 

It is important to have someone from Victoria Legal Aid, 
a community legal service, or Victoria Police, come and 
provide accurate information on the law around these 
issues. The fact that there is a post-show discussion 
is extremely important and does offer the chance for 
students to find out more about the specificities of the 
law. 

5. Post-performance Follow up
In the second visit to the schools, students and staff 
were asked by the researchers to comment on the extent 
and type of follow up in the school concerning the topics 
covered in Who Stole. It appeared that there was some 
follow up, but this was ad-hoc rather than programmed, 
and took place mainly in the home room class the 
following day after the performance: 

Student 1: In our classes they brought up a bit and kind 
of just went over it, yeah.

Student 2: It wasn’t really a big task, you know.

Student 3: No, not a lot on it. A little bit on 
cyberbullying and sexting. I think we more did in Year 
seven and eight but sort of once we’ve got older there 
isn’t as much about it in school. 

And at another school: 

Student 1: I think there was a bit of talk in our TA (home 
group), a little tiny bit of talk about the play last year 
and how it could help with us but yeah, I think it was 
probably the day after and then we didn’t talk about it 
again.

 In this particular year level we’ve had, since year 7, 
we’ve had specialists actually come in and talk to 
them so in actual fact we’ve had local police, senior 
constables come in and run a program on it for a 
period, that was in relation to sexting, and we’ve had 
the previous police officer who runs her own program 
now who has come in.

Teachers discussed the topics they covered in health 
classes and noted that family violence was one area that 
needed more attention, but that it was a difficult topic 
to tackle. They knew of families where violence was 
prevalent but also found it difficult to get students to 
seek their assistance: 

Teacher: Well from year seven to year nine, health 
[education] is compulsory so you sort of bring in the 
stuff about alcohol, drugs, sex and stuff in about year 
eight and year nine fairly full on about that … and the 
risk of that sort of thing, so we do cover all of those 
sorts of subjects. I don’t think we cover domestic 
violence as well as we should so I’m trying to work on 
that a bit and fit that into the curriculum a little bit 
more because we used to cover it a bit and then it sort 
of dropped off a bit and it shouldn’t have. 

Prior Knowledge of the Laws
The lack of prior knowledge about the laws to do with 
sexual consent and sexting was abundantly evident to us 
in both the surveys and focus groups. 

Who Stole: The laws in relation to cyberbullying and 
sexting are complex. Students in focus groups indicated 
that they were aware of many of the personal risk factors 
around sexting issues but not the legal implications 
associated with it. Some questions in the pre-survey, 
which were designed to find out how much the students 
knew about the laws, revealed widespread ignorance. 
In this regard, the post-show discussion could be a vital 
resource. 

As noted above, talk about the laws in the post-show 
discussion was haphazard rather than systematic. At 
the first performance of Who Stole the information was 
incorrect, but changed for the next show following an 
information session for the cast held by Victoria Police.

Love Drunk: Students were not aware of the law that 
drunkenness is not an adequate defence for criminal 
behaviour. Even though this topic had been covered at 
one school, there was confusion among the students 
about possible legal outcomes, as the following dialogue 
about sexual assault indicates:

Interviewer: Do you think there is any offence that if 
you do it when you’re drunk, it is a defence to be drunk?

Student 1: Yes, cause it’s your fault to get drunk in the 
first place.

Student 2: No. We talked about this in Pastoral (class) 
the other day, it didn’t say that. It said something 
about, if the woman was drunk and you were slightly 
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to use it in the special classes she conducted. She was 
quite assertive in making sure she had access after the 
performance to children who attended Love Drunk:

Well I will plan on using the kit I’ve downloaded and I 
will run that myself with the group instead of giving it 
to individual teachers in small groups so I’m more than 
happy to run that in our advisory classes that we have 
for a period on Fridays and I will kick their teachers out 
and I will run that myself so more than happy to do that 
because we have the trust in that group to do that. Just 
so that we keep having this at the forefront of their mind.

Follow up by welfare or teaching staff after a 
performance was a decidedly mixed bag: there is 
no formal program on offer from Phunktional or the 
Department of Education that students can do that 
might help them to continue to think about the issues 
(such as a workshop or drama activity), so it is up to 
the discretion of schools and teachers to do what they 
can with the material. Funding for these things is often 
limited. On the other hand, it is clear that schools want 
these kinds of performances, and tackling the plays’ 
issues is certainly on the schools’ health and wellbeing 
agenda. This point is taken up below. 

6. Topics for Another Play? 
Students and staff said that they hoped that Phunktional 
would develop another play that addressed other 
current issues that were confronting young people. 
Teachers said that to present these in a performance 
that allowed student interaction and input would be 
invaluable. 

Female students asked if in the next play there could be 
two female actors; they thought it was a little unfair that 
there were two males but only one female in each of the 
plays. 

Mental Health Issues
Several welfare coordinators spoke about the extent 
of self-harm among students. Their observations 
were consistent with the findings of the Australian 
Government’s commissioned report, ‘State of Australia’s 
Young People’, which identified mental disorders and 
psychological distress as among the most concerning 
issues for young people today (Muir et al., 2009). 
Welfare coordinators asserted the value of having these 
topics presented in a play, as they are not easy to raise in 
a class lesson: 

Interviewer: So if there were another play, what sort of 
new issues would you want to raise?

Teacher: I suppose cutting ... Yes that self-harm stuff. 
And that feeling of helplessness, that feeling like you 
know I’ve done the wrong thing, I can’t take the blame, 
that awful feeling when kids feel like they have nowhere 
to go, they’ve shamed themselves and they feel like self- 
harm is probably the answer. 

Data from the exit survey reveals different patterns at 
different schools: some students reported a fair amount 
of follow up in class, while others declared nothing had 
happened. For example, a teacher reported that there 
had been no follow up during formal classes after the 
performance of Who Stole. Additionally, not all home 
teachers attended the performance so follow up was 
unlikely to occur in these classes. 

Another reason given for the lack of follow up was 
timetable pressures and the reluctance of teachers to 
spend time in class on issues unrelated to their subject 
area. In a few schools staff used the material covered in 
Who Stole as part of the health education program or in 
a homeroom session:

Teacher: We did do some cyber safety stuff, last year we 
did, after ‘Who Stole the Sole?’ 

Interviewer: Now can you tell me, as a result of that, 
how you were able to use the material in that as a 
jumping off point, can you remember?

Teacher: Yeah, we reflected back to it I suppose when 
we were bringing things up, raising a number of 
issues and sending some strong messages itself, it was 
something that we could refer to. We have a welfare 
development team at the college and they look at these 
things and we met last week, a couple of members 
who watched the performance today who will meet 
again on Friday morning and say righto, what are the 
best activities? Like all schools, we are very time poor 
and trying to fit in the curriculum, the extra-curricular 
activities and then these pastoral type activities, 
everything’s competing for time so whilst it’d be ideal 
to have a full unit to follow up, the reality is that in our 
school, and in most schools, there’s not the time.

It was claimed that some staff who taught non-health 
subjects were uncomfortable discussing health and 
welfare issues with students.  If they were expected 
to be involved in this way then some training might be 
required. One welfare teachers said:

If you’re going to just throw some resource at me 
that’s no good because we get resources thrown at us 
all the time, but to actually use the resources and be 
properly skilled you have to have confidence. I mean I’m 
very confident in health so it is not a problem for me, 
anyway not everyone (teachers) is touchy feely either, 
most people would run a mile, happy watch the play 
but say “I’m not going to talk about it”.

Knowing that the issues raised in the performances 
would be raised in home classes , a welfare coordinator 
reported that she had invited  teachers to the 
performance of Love Drunk. Several had accepted the 
offer. It was rare for general teaching staff to attend the 
performances. 

Most welfare coordinators had not checked the material 
on the Phunktional website. However, one welfare 
coordinator had downloaded additional material from 
the website after having seen Who Stole and planned 
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I actually work with couples, male/female couples who 
are in a relationship, I do sometimes do that, but I work 
with both, any student in the college, so both. 

Two teachers discussed in a joint interview how spiteful 
relationships between peers could affect the wellbeing 
of students, with some becoming depressed and/or at 
risk of self-harm. As a result they would like these issues 
explored further in subsequent performances:

Teacher 1: The relationship between girls is often 
nastier than between the boys -definitely.

Teacher 2: I reckon that would be a good one to raise 
(in a performance) because that’s a really hard one to 
tackle ... But that cattiness and bitchiness, to see the 
results that can have on some people.

7. Organisational Issues
Generally teachers were satisfied with the arrangements 
made with Phunktional staff about the performances 
and the space requirements needed to stage the plays. 
They did have some concerns around timetabling, 
publicity about the community performances, and 
liaising with outside welfare organisations. 

School Timetabling
Students in regional Victoria often travel long distances 
to get to school and rely on school buses for transport. 
At four schools, the performance went overtime because 
of the post-show discussion. This resulted in students 
being late for their next class or missing part of their 
recess or lunch break. In two instances, school buses 
were kept waiting and this caused anxiety among staff 
and students. For example, some students had to 
change buses to get to remote areas where they live 
and indicated that they were at risk of missing their 
connection. Teachers requested that a performance 
finish within the allocated time slot and not go into 
recess, lunch and after the final bell.

Teachers were also unaware that they could have invited 
staff from local welfare agencies in the town to attend a 
performance. They asked if this could be communicated 
before any future performance.

Community performances
Welfare coordinators and community welfare 
representatives were disappointed that there was not 
more advertising about the community performances 
of the two plays. They said that there was often no 
advertising or media coverage in the local papers before 
the performance. Further, the schools were not given 
enough time to let parents know via their internal 
communications that these events were occurring. 
On occasion, local welfare organisations were also not 
informed in a timely manner about these events.

Students also focussed on self-harm and depression as 
an issue confronting young people and suggested that 
mental health issues be included in a new play:

Interviewer: What other issues do you think are really 
important for people your age?

Student 1: Suicide.

Student 2: There’s a lot of like depression.

Student 3: Depression. Suicide is too harsh.

Student 1: Well, harming yourself.

Student 2: Disorder or something.

Welfare coordinators and other staff indicated it would 
be useful to have a play that provided students with 
strategies that would help them develop resilience and 
in so doing help them avoid self-harm:

Teacher: That’s right, it’s not so easy to develop a 
thicker skin, and a lot of the self-harming that goes 
on, kids, especially the year sevens and eights will 
post a picture and direct it to somebody and say I did 
this because of what you said, or you know, so they’re 
blaming of others, and that use of technology is really 
inappropriate.

And also:

Teacher: What I think I would love to see more is more 
resilience type stuff, we’ve had a cohort [of students] 
come in that’s all drama queen, drama, drama, you 
know save me, I’m the victim. I don’t know, it’s like 
they haven’t got the resources to pull them up ... So, 
life is tough at times, it is, things do happen ... The kids 
coming from the drug-affected families and the family 
violence families have got some excellent resources, 
because they’ve learnt to survive, they’ve learnt 
survival skills. You know, I’d like to see more, I call it 
the strength-based solution focussed stuff happening: 
What could we do now? How could we manage real life 
issues?

Relationship issues
Staff also suggested that a new play address relationship 
problems involving same sex and boy/girl relationships. 
One teacher said that she had students consult her 
regularly over relationship difficulties which resulted in 
interpersonal conflicts, friendship fall-outs, boyfriend/
girlfriend jealousy, feeling betrayed, lack of trust, and 
being pressured into doing things they don’t want to do. 
She said that a play covering these topics would help 
students develop strategies to avoid or manage such 
conflicts:

Interviewer: What would be kind of the range of issues 
that kids come to you about?

Teacher:  A lot of it’s to do with relationships, respectful 
relationships in the senior years, often that’s the 
theme of the work that I do, one on one counselling 
with students who seek it out, but also staff who refer 
students to me – male/female or same sex. Sometimes 
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Community Engagement
No representatives from community welfare agencies 
were in attendance during the first round of plays in 
Gippsland. The research team subsequently suggested 
to Phunktional staff that schools would appreciate it 
if they invited other welfare or community agencies 
along to the performances and invited them to provide 
some feedback at the conclusion of the performances. 
Phunktional adopted the suggestion with positive 
results. For shows in the other regions, there were 
members of other agencies present at some schools, 
including Victoria Police, regional CASAs and community-
based social workers. In some situations, they spoke 
after the performance and provided clarification, 
particularly about the law regarding sexting, social media 
and sexual assault. These visitors appreciated being 
invited to attend, particularly as it provided them with 
an understanding of the topics covered when students 
contacted their agency. 

The interviews with school staff revealed that they 
want the community partners to be involved in the 
performances. They indicated that schools need 
more time and assistance to ensure that this type of 
partnership occurs:

Teacher: Phunktional is easy to collaborate with. One 
side note would be, a little more notice of dates for 
school performances would be great, as with regional 
town and agencies we normally only have one staff 
member to do these ‘community awareness’ events, 
and we are all time poor. 

The outside visitors said that the plays provided an 
opportunity for young people to discuss challenges they 
were facing with their friends, family, school counsellors, 
and to seek support from the community welfare sector. 
A typical response was made by a social worker from a 
youth support agency who had attended a performance 
of Love Drunk:

Interviewer: What do you think is the value of a 
performance like ‘Love Drunk’ to helping young people 
as they confront issues of sexual assault, family violence 
and parties which have alcohol and drugs? 

Social Worker: The value is almost unmeasurable. I 
think it’s valuable as it starts the conversations and 
the critical thinking needed to be able to deal with and 
seek help when confronted with the topics in everyday 
life. In saying that, it’s great to have the local services 
involved as they will be the services responding to the 
young people seeking help, also, being able to ‘see’ a 
situation that is in such a grey area — not the normal 
‘go to’ sexual assault assumption, is great for the young 
people to see, and realise the implications of actions 
and responses. 

Giving out information cards, which contained the 
names and contact details of these organisations at 
the end of the plays, resulted in some students seeking 
legal and counselling support from welfare agencies. 
The agencies need to be aware in advance that there 
could be a number of students seeking support after the 
performances:

Teacher/Welfare: With a thousand students, it’s really 
difficult in terms of providing a good response that I feel 
comfortable with; it’s just, there’s always a wait list.

Interviewer: And so I suppose with some of the more 
serious ones, you might refer out, do you?

Teacher/welfare: Absolutely, that’s why we try and 
keep good relationships with the external agencies.

It is suggested that members of community agencies be 
invited to a performance as a matter of course and be 
given the opportunity to respond to issues that arise.
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Next, we created a summary measure of these 
items – the ‘confidence’ scale. To make this easier to 
understand, we have organised the data to show that 
the students cluster around three kinds of responses or 
‘types’ on this scale. These types are: 

ENRICHED: The student is confident the show had a 
strong to very strong effect on their knowledge of or 
awareness about the risks of drinking/sexting, and if 
something goes wrong, they know where to turn to for 
help.

INCREASED: The student is confident the show had a 
moderate effect on their knowledge of or awareness 
about the risks of drinking/sexting, and if something 
goes wrong, they know where to turn to for help.

LITTLE/NO VALUE: The show was of little to no value to 
the students in these areas.    

About 1-2% of respondents did not fit into these 
categories. 

While this is not a measure of behaviour change per se, 
it does give an indication as to whether those who saw 
the play think it had some lasting ‘consciousness-raising’ 
effect on them. 

The results for each show are presented in the following 
charts; first, Love Drunk:

Love Drunk Audience: Impact of show on their 
knowledge about risks, the law and where to get help 

(% of audience)

50% of students felt confident Love Drunk ‘enriched’ 
their knowledge while 33% were confident it had 
‘increased’. Next are the results for Who Stole: 

DOWN THE TRACK: FINDINGS FROM 
THE EXIT SURVEY 
Unlike many evaluations of theatre performances, our 
study design called for surveys to be administered six 
to eight months after the shows had been performed. 
This offers a far more realistic appraisal of how much 
the show has affected the students and the school 
community. We asked the students whether their 
attitudes were the same or different, the kinds of longer 
term follow up activities they had done at school, and 
how much the show had raised their consciousness 
about the issues it depicted. 

Consistent with our earlier observation about how 
behavioural change is effected in young people, we did 
not expect much in the way of transformation that could 
be directly attributed to seeing the show or participating 
in the post-show discussion. Indeed, the exit survey tells 
us that many students are still engaged in risk-taking 
activities. Of those who saw Love Drunk in October 2015, 
about half had got drunk at a party since seeing the 
show. This is not surprising: most of the students who 
saw Love Drunk are now aged 16 or older, and weekend 
drinking and partying is commonplace in regional parts 
of Victoria. In like manner, some students still send 
and receive nude selfies. Without a consistent whole 
of school and community approach – and specialist 
programs – real behavioural or cultural change is hard to 
achieve. 

What can be hoped for from an intervention like a 
theatre performance and the post-show discussion is 
that students will have developed improved knowledge 
of, or awareness about, the risks of drinking or sexting, 
and if something goes wrong, they know where to turn 
to for help. The qualitative data does provide plenty of 
evidence that the students responded warmly to the 
particular show and that it, and the discussion, did raise 
student awareness about potential risks, and how to 
access help. 

For the exit survey (several months after the show), 
we created measures for both Love Drunk and Who 
Stole that assessed how confident students were that 
the show had improved or added to their knowledge 
about risks, the law, and where to get help. (Questions 
included: ‘Since the performance of Love Drunk at your 
school last year, how confident are you that the play 
added to your knowledge about the risks of drinking 
too much?’; or, that ‘the play added to your knowledge 
about how to keep safe at parties?’.) 
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Who Stole the Sole Audience Impact of show on their 
knowledge about risks, the law and where to get help 

(% of audience)

45% of students felt confident that watching Who 
Stole had ‘enriched’ their knowledge, while 44% were 
confident it had ‘increased’ their knowledge and 
awareness. 11% felt it had little to no value. 

The data show that students feel Who Stole was perhaps 
not as informative as Love Drunk. A consistent message 
from the survey and qualitative data is that the risks of 
sexting and cyberbullying are covered more extensively 
in health education and other school-based education 
programs than teen drinking, and thus seeing Love Drunk 
is more novel. 

Who Stole Exit Survey: ‘Of the two 
plays, which one did you like more?’

Who Stole 7%
Love Drunk 18%
Both equally 65%
DK/no answer 10%

Additionally, for students, the social media themes in 
Who Stole are perhaps a little obscured. While it deals 
with cyberbullying and sexting, and this is central in 
marketing it to schools, appropriate social media use is 
only one aspect of the show. The climactic moment in 
the narrative is actually a fight between the boys, and 
it is this problem that the audience is asked to resolve. 
The scenes involving sexting are resolved much earlier 
on, and without audience input, and the play then 
moves onto issues such as friendship and loyalty. Much 
of the direct focus on the consequences of sexting and 
cyberbullying comes in the post-show discussion. 

Overall, our study reveals that engaged and engaging 
theatre can be a helpful tool in equipping young people 
for the challenges they may face as they move through 
their teenage years. It is a good starting place for a 
discussion, or an opportunity to consolidate existing 
lessons. 

There is plenty of evidence to suggest the shows speak 
to the big issues in the lives of teens and that they 
draw lessons and knowledge from the shows. The 
enduring challenge for a company like Phunktional 
is to ensure their theatre is well integrated into the 
school curriculum, other community-based services and 
formal post-show programs. 

We should note that Phunktional has developed a 12-
week unit of work to complement their performance. 
Phunktional will need to plan how it will negotiate 
with schools and/or in some cases the Department 
of Education and Training Victoria to help implement 
this unit of work. It is important to ensure that there is 
adequate follow up of the issues that are raised in the 
plays if their effectiveness is to be maximised. This is a 
strong step; the plays are likely to have a greater long-
term impact on helping students to deal with the issues 
raised in the plays if there is an integrated approach to 
health promotion. 

Based on our findings we offer some recommendations 
for Phunktional to consider. These are detailed below. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
It is recommended:

1.  There is a demand for plays that educate teens 
about all kinds of risks. If funding is available, 
a new play or plays could be developed which 
include the themes nominated by staff and 
students.

Schools are open to seeing new plays with new 
themes, perhaps with a balance of male and 
female actors. If these are to be developed, it 
should be done in conjunction with adolescent 
health professionals and legal experts. This would 
ensure that the content is appropriate, educational 
and up-to-date. Teachers discussed the importance 
of this type of theatre in wellbeing programs, 
particularly around sensitive topics. Students also 
reported that they valued this approach, and 
that it highlighted the ethical, and moral issues 
facing young people more clearly than traditional 
teaching methods.  

2.  That advertising and promotion of the community 
performances is increased and professionalised, 
including liaising with the local press before the 
performances.

This will allow more members of the community 
including parents, welfare workers, and the press 
to attend community performances and briefings 
outside school hours. 

3.  That performances keep to the time allocated by 
the school and do not run over time into recess or 
the next teaching period.

Schools are required by regulation to ensure that 
classes do not intrude into recess or lunchtime. 
Most regional schools rely on school buses to take 
students to bus stops near where they live. The 
buses should not be delayed because of the late 
running of performances.

4.  That actors avoid giving legal advice and that the 
post-play discussion is focussed on the moral 
dilemmas and challenges that confront the 
characters in the play.

In the event that students ask legal questions, the 
actors could read out a prepared statement about 
the law in respect to the issues raised, such as 
sexting and sexual assault.  Unless trained more 
comprehensively, they should not attempt to give 
advice or provide clarification around the law. 
Alternatively, a lawyer from Victoria Legal Aid or a 
community legal service could be invited to provide 
clarification when required.

5.  That external funding is secured so that more 
schools can be involved in the theatre stimulus 
program. Schools rarely have a large budget for 
outside educational programs. The costs of the 
Phunktional performances are too high for many 
schools because it takes much of the budget 
allocated for outside programs for the year. The 
schools value the performances and acknowledge 
that they assist students to develop strategies for 
keeping safe, but that the financial cost prevents 
a widespread uptake of the program. There is no 
suggestion that Phunktional is overcharging.

6.  That community organisations are invited as a 
matter of course to the plays held at the school 
and in the community and that they contribute to 
the post-show discussions. 

The invitations need to be extended several weeks 
before the performance so that the outside visitors 
have time to schedule in attendance.
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APPENDIX A: WHO STOLE THE SOLE? Selected Survey Summary
Note: Percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding

WHO STOLE THE SOLE PRE-SURVEY: DEMOGRAPHICS/ RESPONSES TO KEY QUESTIONS
No of respondents: 473

Age of respondents (average): 14.5 years

Gender: 54% Male; 44% female; 2% no answer

QUESTION: It's easy to ignore the things people say about you on social media Agree/strongly agree: 43%
Neither: 19%
Disagree/strongly disagree: 27%
DK: 8%
Missing: 3%

QUESTION: Nude selfies usually end up being seen by more than the person 
who it was intended for

Agree/strongly agree: 79%
Neither: 9%
Disagree/strongly disagree: 2% 
DK: 8% 
Missing: 2%

QUESTION: It's OK to send nude selifes to someone you like but are not in a 
relationship with

Agree/strongly agree: 9%
Neither: 19% 
Disagree/strongly disagree: 62% 
DK: 8%
Missing: 2%

QUESTION: There is pressure among people my age to send nude selfies Agree/strongly agree: 36% 
Neither: 22%
Disagree/strongly disagree 23%
 DK 16%
Missing 2%

Social Media Scale: a measure of awareness of social media risks (combining 5 
questions)

At risk: 5%; (low awareness of risks)
Ambivalent: 23%
Aware: 65% 
(Standardised Cronbach’s alpha for the scale: 0.736)

WHO STOLE THE SOLE POST-SHOW SURVEY: DEMOGRAPHICS/ RESPONSES TO KEY QUESTIONS
No of respondents: 253

Age of respondents (average): 14.6 years

Gender: 49% male; 48% female; 3% no answer

QUESTION: The show helped me realise I should be more careful about what I 
share on social media

Agree/strongly agree: 68%
Neither: 17%
Disagree/strongly disagree: 5%
DK: 8%
Missing: 2%

QUESTION: The show made me more aware of the negative things that can 
happen on social media

Agree/strongly agree: 72%
Neither: 13%
Disagree/strongly disagree: 5% 
DK: 8% 
Missing: 2%

QUESTION: The show made me think about how to respond if someone 
requests a nude selfie from me

Agree/strongly agree: 70%
Neither: 15% 
Disagree/strongly disagree: 4% 
DK: 9%
Missing: 2%

QUESTION: The show helped me understand more about the consequences of 
sending nude selfies

Agree/strongly agree: 70% 
Neither: 10%
Disagree/strongly disagree 8%
 DK 10%
Missing 3%

Impact Scale: scale that measures how much show made audience think about 
the issues of cyberbullying, nude selfies, social media, (combining 5 questions)

Students are: 
Disengaged: 7%
Interested: 24%
Impacted: 58% 
(Standardised Cronbach’s alpha for the scale: 0.905)

WHO STOLE THE SOLE EXIT SURVEY: DEMOGRAPHICS/ RESPONSES TO KEY QUESTIONS
No of respondents: 274

Age of respondents (average): 15.6 years

Gender: 53% male; 42% female; 5% no answer

QUESTION: Did you have any follow up information/lessons at school about 
nude selfies (nudes) or cyberbullying?

None: 26%
A little: 27%
Some: 27%
A lot: 8%
DK: 11%

QUESTION: How confident are you that you clearly remember the issues 
covered in the performance of Who Stole the Sole?

Not at all confident: 6%
Not too confident: 11%
Somewhat confident: 45% 
Very confident: 37%
DK: 4% 

Confident Scale: scale that measures how much show had improved or added 
to their knowledge about risks of sexting, the law and where to get help 
(combining 4 questions)

Little Value: 9%
Increased: 44%
Enriched: 44% 
(Standardised Cronbach’s alpha for the scale: 0.628)
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APPENDIX B: LOVE DRUNK Selected Survey Summary
Note: Percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding

LOVE DRUNK PRE-SURVEY: DEMOGRAPHICS/ RESPONSES TO KEY QUESTIONS
No of respondents: 440

Age of respondents (average): 15.3 years

Gender: 51% Male; 46% female; 3% no answer

QUESTION: During the last year, have you received any information/lessons at 
school about safe drinking?

None: 16%
A little: 24%
Some: 37%
A lot: 16%
DK: 8%

QUESTION: During the past year, how much have your mum, dad or another 
adult you trust talked to you about safe drinking?

None: 27%
A little: 25%
Some: 21%
A lot: 18%
DK: 9%

The ‘drinking risk scale’ – that summarises how aware students are of the many 
social and personal risks posed by getting drunk (combines 10 items) 

Informed: 50%
Moderately informed: 19%
Unaware/don’t care: 24%
Don’t know: 7%
(Standardised Cronbach’s alpha for the scale: 0.81)

LOVE DRUNK POST-SHOW SURVEY: DEMOGRAPHICS/ RESPONSES TO KEY QUESTIONS
No of respondents: 414

Age of respondents (average): 15.4 years

Gender: 51% male; 45% female; 5% no answer

QUESTION: The show made me think about the choices I make about drinking Agree/strongly agree: 54%
Neither: 25%
Disagree/strongly disagree: 10%
DK: 4%
Missing: 5%

QUESTION: The show made me think about the harm to others that could 
result from me drinking too much

Agree/strongly agree: 65%
Neither: 19%
Disagree/strongly disagree: 8% 
DK: 3% 
Missing: 5%

QUESTION: The show made me think about the chances of being hurt if I drink 
too much

Agree/strongly agree: 66%
Neither: 20% 
Disagree/strongly disagree: 5% 
DK: 3%
Missing: 6%

QUESTION: The show increased my knowledge about the risks of drinking too 
much

Agree/strongly agree: 64% 
Neither: 20%
Disagree/strongly disagree 6%
 DK 4%
Missing 6%

Impact Scale: scale that measures how much the show engaged, informed and 
changed thinking about issues to do with teen drinking (combining 5 questions)

Students are: 
Disengaged: 10%
Interested: 32%
Impacted: 49% 
(Standardised Cronbach’s alpha for the scale: 0.88)

LOVE DRUNK EXIT SURVEY: DEMOGRAPHICS/ RESPONSES TO KEY QUESTIONS
No of respondents: 341

Age of respondents (average): 16 years

Gender: 51% male; 49% female; 1% no answer

QUESTION: Did you have any follow up information/lessons at school about 
safe drinking?

None: 36%
A little: 27%
Some: 19%
A lot: 6%
DK: 13%

QUESTION: How confident are you that the play added to your knowledge 
about the risks of drinking too much?

Not at all confident: 5%
Not too confident: 8%
Somewhat confident: 35% 
Very confident: 48%
DK: 3% 

Confident Scale: scale that measures how much show had improved or added 
to their knowledge about risks of drinking, the law and where to get help 
(combining 5 questions)

Little Value: 15%
Increased: 33%
Enriched: 51% 
(Standardised Cronbach’s alpha for the scale: 0.851)
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