‘Dropped Out or Pushed Out?’ 

Applied theatre as research on early school leavers’ experience of school exclusion and oppression.

Abstract
This research study is concerned with exclusion and oppression within mainstream second-level education, and its impact on the education and lives of early school leavers. Several of the participants of this study are acutely marginalised, in prison, in care or homeless. People for whom for some, it may be difficult to find a sense of solidarity with. Applied Theatre is being used to investigate, describe and present the educational experience of an ‘at-risk’, in an attempt to foster greater empathic understanding, and to reduce the existential gap between those for whom the education system works, and those for whom it doesn’t.
Using Augusto Boal’s formula for Theatre of the Oppressed (1993), I began work with a local youth theatre in Ireland (KYT) in 2015 with the aim of creating a filmed theatre piece hypothesizing exclusionary practice in mainstream school. The use of the ‘fictional frame’ allows participants to create meaning through distance, while providing the safety to engage emotionally and honestly (O’Connor & Anderson, 2015). The fictional frame was then shown to focus groups in the educational unit of a prison and an alternative education centre, as a way of framing the research and in order to bring research participants together to explore shared understandings of what it means to be excluded from school. Participants were encouraged to engage with the protagonist ‘Charlie’, while simultaneously maintaining their own identity, thus allowing for exploration, consideration and reflection, that I argue would not have been possible using traditional methodology. Furthermore, the use of the fictional framework changed the roles in the research transaction by flipping the agency so that participants were now the ‘experts’, which resulted in a more participatory, cooperative and democratic process. Based on the feedback, the theatre piece was re-made, allowing the multiple perspectives from the research contribute to its presentation. 
Not content with isolating phrases from individual transcription interviews to support various themes, I used poetic transcription in an attempt to capture and illustrate participants’ lived experience. I began to view all of the transcripts as a series of lyric poems, with an implied narrative that could make this world accessible to the reader, a method which Richardson (1994, pp. 8-9), believes come closer to achieving this than any other form of ethnographic writing. Most important also in all of this, is of course the written and oral tradition of poetry, and how this lends itself to the dissemination process. This was attractive to me in terms of the potential for expanding the dissemination of this study beyond the academy to be of use in the community.

This is a work in progress. 
Conference Presentation

I would like to present a snapshot of the narratives from this research in dramatic and poetic form, and examine through discourse with conference participants their effectiveness in evoking emotional response and producing a shared experience.  
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