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Key Research questions

Interviews with artists were designed to answer aspects of the following research questions:

e How do PIA performance-based, live encounters with poetry impact on teachers, students,
school communities and artists?

e In what ways do PIA experiences influence artists’ professional capacities, career development
and further opportunities?

e What critical factors impact on success and replication of PIA model in diverse contexts and
school settings?

Methodology and methods

21 PIA artists were interviewed individually via Zoom to investigate the impact of Poetry in

Action (PIA) on artists - actors, writers, dramaturgs, and directors. Each interview was semistructured
following the same procedure which included an introduction followed by

established questions and prompts as clarifying and probing questions where appropriate.

Interviews were audio-recorded then transcribed. These transcriptions were then analysed

through the qualitative research process of coding to identify emerging themes and build

insights.

RESEARCH PROGRESS REPORT - ARTISTS
Introduction

Poetry in Action (PIA) is a theatre in education (TIE) company that has worked with schools around
Australia for more than fifteen years, and apart from repeat bookings and anecdotal responses, little is
known about the impact of PIA on teaching and learning in the schools that it has reached. In the arts
industry, PIA provides employment to a range of artists, ranging from new graduates from theatre
courses to industry experts. The ongoing research aims to investigate experiences, perceptions, and
impacts of PIA in Australian schools and in the arts industry. This report focuses on the completed phase
of the research involving online interviews with artists.

Background
In its emphasis on the vocal elements and musicality of poetry, and on embodiment and physicality in
poetic expression, Poetry in Action provides more dynamic entry points to poetic language and form than

school students usually experience in text-based study of poetry. Pertaining to the Arts Industry element,
PIA provides significant employment in the arts industry for artists including actors, writers and directors.
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This report provides an evaluation about the impacts and experiences of artists involved in PIA and the
extent to which Poetry in Action has developed performance skills, facilitated employment opportunities
in a volatile market and shapes career trajectories for young artists.

Research background

Creative pedagogies nurture student’s tangible, experiential relationships with texts. They: i) prioritise
students’ lived, co-creative encounters with poetry, ii) foreground transversal competence approaches to
learning, and iii) collapse boundaries between genres, modalities of expression and art-forms for
meaning-making.

OUTCOMES

1. Artists practice in PIA

1.1 Adaptability

A central theme emerging from the interview data was the artists’ appreciation - and growing sense - of
adaptability. This was evident when they reflected on the dynamic fusion between theatre and the
English curriculum cultivated in the PIA contexts.

The significance of cultivating an agile and malleable disposition also appears in artists’ reflections on
the uniqueness of the PIA audience and context. The following reflections from two actors highlight
these connections:

So, for me, the main thing I'm talking about really is the adaptability. So, the space, the size of
the audience, and the engagement of the kids are those three factors that play into show by
show and so you constantly have to adjust.

While at drama school, you only ever played one character, and yes, you would do classes to
learn to be flexible, but nothing quite like what you have to do with Poetry in Action.

2. Artists’ professional capacities

2.3. Training

An artist summarises the impact of PIA as a training environment when revealing that:

Directing for a company like Poetry in Action is an incredible training ground for creating
theatrically effective moments with very little.

2.4 Development

Development of artists’ professional capacities is manifest in the observation by one of the artists noted
that:

People who work with PIA tend to be still involved in the arts industry in some capacity. | think
that’s partially because the skill sets are incredibly enhanced through working with PIA. If it’s not
acting it may be writing or directing because they’re actually involved in a very full-on creative
process.
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PIA has provided significant professional benefits for artists at all stages of their career trajectories.
Working with PIA extends artists’ access to the profession as well as their skills and creates important
new opportunities for employment. In a sector that is characterised by casual and short-term contracts,
PIA offers relatively secure employment for emerging actors over an extended period of time. It is often
their first paid work after drama school and has the effect of combining an exciting and challenging
environment with time to hone their craft. They come out of their employment with PIA as better and
more versatile actors, and therefore with greater confidence and commitment to their career choice and
the sector.

3. Artists’ career development

[.....] A participant identified that working as a dramaturg was of ‘great benefit’ to themself as a writer.

The work itself ‘benefited enormously from drafting and redrafting’. Importantly, the PIA model provides
robust and structured standards and practices that ensure high quality new work.

3.2 First opportunity / rite of passage

Very experienced people who had worked with PIA stressed the importance of the organisation to the
arts industry. One director participant stressed that there are ‘a number of actors who’ve gone on to have
really successful careers after PIA’. Most of the actors are recent graduates from drama school and are
quite young. Working with PIA is a ‘fantastic first step after drama school'. It offers them a ‘very gruelling
program’ and a powerful opportunity to bring together all they have learned in an authentic context that
shapes them as versatile and industry ready professionals. This director described its impact on actors:

It’s actually a really great way to just put all those skills that you've learned into practice every
year. You come out understanding how to work a room. It’s a little bit like the old-fashioned rep
theatre in England, where they didn’t have any drama schools, they just went on the road. You
learned your craft, as you performed, and | have seen that happen with a lot of those actors that
come out full of confidence, full of understanding how they can work in all sorts of scenarios.

3.3 New opportunities

Even beyond theatre, another actor stressed that ‘it’s a big thing to have on your resume especially for
theatre and TV'. Working with PIA means immediate industry recognition because of the reputation of
the company and the calibre of the people who work in the company as directors, writers, and
dramaturgs: ‘when | walk into an audition room or into a rehearsal room, people might go, oh you
worked with Jo Turner who's a director’. This starts off conversations and builds professional networks
that are crucial for success in the arts industry.

3.4 Paid contracts

[...] Working for salary offers young actors the chance to break away from a common trap where they
must work in other jobs to sustain themselves because they can’t secure enough paid employment to
work as actors. Getting into PIA is a career game-changer. This actor described how this prospect
operated as an incentive in a competitive environment.

| was working a full-time job that | was not enjoying that | really didn’t want to be in. And |
turned up to the auditions. | worked really, really hard to get into it, because I'd heard how
amazing this programme was and how much fun other actors had had with it.

Another actor described the importance of having paid work opportunities in the arena of theatre in
education in broader terms, pointing out its social and cultural contributions:
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It's one of the last opportunities in this country, particularly in acting, to have a long form
project and to be beholden to an idea that’s bigger than yourself, and just the job that you're in,
and being of service to a community at large.

CONCLUSION

Phase one of the research aimed to provide answers to specific research questions in the study. The
researchers identified emerging themes that have contribute answers to these questions.

e How do PIA performance-based, live encounters with poetry impact on teachers, students,
school communities and artists?

Working with PIA performance-based poetry programs for young people has significant, even life-
changing, impact on all artists. Artists recognise the pedagogical purposes of the programs. They come
to know the texts very well, and feel responsible for translating and making them accessible for younger
audiences. Artists also reported that their perceptions of the impact of PIA on schools were that students
enjoyed the performances and increased their understanding of language and its effects. In high-stakes
contexts such as NSW HSC, the troupe takes very seriously students’ questions about how to interpret
poems they are studying.

e In what ways do PIA experiences influence artists’ professional capacities, career
development and further opportunities?

PIA has shaped artists’ professional practice profoundly in many cases. Actors have become
more adaptable in their performance capabilities, able to rapidly adjust to different spaces
and conditions, and to inhabit different characters. Crucially, actors learn to be responsive
to highly demanding young audiences and to seek truth, authenticity and connection in
their performances. Developing affinities for young audiences and theatre for young people
has been life-changing, with some actors continuing to seek out this work or subsequently
training as teachers.

Actors grow as people and professionals when they go on the road with PIA, developing
social-emotional agility, trust and care for others, and personal resilience through the
rigours of touring. Actors become more confident to take risks, extend themselves and
deliver high energy performances. The range and diversity of artistic practices within PIA
programs and troupes ensures that young actors are continuously expanding their
professional repertoires and range, learning from each other and acquiring new skills that
they carry into their professional lives after PIA. Leadership and initiative are further
developed through touring with PIA.

Non-actors who were interviewed stressed that working with PIA had also shaped their own
artistic practices. They have learned to work quickly and in an immersive and collaborative
creative process. Writing and directing for young audiences has required heightened
attention to language. Performance scripts that are part of PIA repertoire evolve and are
refined over time and in response to teacher and student feedback. For some people,
working as a director has been a step-up in their career. For experienced directors, the PIA
rehearsal space offers freedom to experiment with new strategies. PIA strips down theatre
to produce high impact moments from minimal resources.

For all artists, PIA has been significant for professional career trajectories. PIA builds
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professional networks and reputational capital that actors draw on as they seek further
opportunities. It is an important and well-regarded addition to professional resumes, and
has opened doors to work with other companies. The career impact of PIA is most striking
for the young actors for whom PIA might provide their first steady paid work. For them, and
for companies that later employ them, working with PIA is a rite of passage into the
profession. They are better actors as a result of the on-the-job training that PIA touring
provides. Other companies know this and seek out and recruit PIA actors. For non-actors,
PIA has also provided work that they enjoy, that is satisfying, and that they value in their
professional portfolios. It has provided employed in quiet periods, between contracts, or
when they are parenting young children.

Of crucial importance to all participants, through the pandemic when the arts industry was
savaged by shutdowns, PIA provided employment to artists. The actors described the many
meaningful activities and content production that keep PIA engaged with education.

e What critical factors impact on success and replication of PIA model in diverse
contexts and school settings?

Artist interviews provided some information about the enablers of PIA success in the varied
contexts and schools to which PIA tours. There was general agreement that touring with PIA
is a demanding and rewarding experience for emerging artists. Selection of the right
members of the troupe is the first crucial step. Touring compatibly within a small group
requires interpersonal qualities beyond acting abilities. Care for the actors while they are on
the road is important for well-being and successful touring, requiring regular contact with
PIA office.

On tour, the minimalist PIA touring kit facilitates artistic flexibility. Actors can quickly set up
and adapt to any performance space in any school. The fast pace of travel between schools,
and volume and intensity of performances means that touring is grueling. Close monitoring
of troupes and performances means that actors report on each performance which makes
sure that any problems can be quickly addressed.

Most importantly, high quality, high energy touring programs are essential to the success of
PIA. Ensuring that programs are suitably pitched for their target year levels, and effectively
linked to the curriculum means that they add value to schools. When time is precious in
schools, and curriculum is crowded, PIA needs to contribute directly to student learning and
engagement.

PLEASE NOTE: The full conclusion is included in this summary. For the full Report, please email Agnes at
agnes@ poetryinaction.com.au.
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1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1.1 ABSTRACT

Poetry in Action has worked with schools around Australia for more than fifteen years, and
apart from repeat bookings and anecdotal responses, little is known about the impact of PIA
on teaching and learning in the schools that it has reached. In the arts industry, PIA provides
employment to a range of artists, ranging from new graduates from theatre courses to
industry experts. The research aims to investigate experiences, perceptions, and impacts of
PIA in Australian schools and in the arts industry. This report focuses on the completed

phase one of the research involving online interviews with artists.

1.2 HIGHLIGHTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Phase one of the research aimed to provide answers to specific research questions in the
study. The researchers identified emerging themes that contribute answers to these

questions.

e How do PIA performance-based, live encounters with poetry impact on teachers,

students, school communities and artists?

Working with PIA performance-based poetry programs for young people has significant,
even life-changing, impact on all artists. Artists recognise the pedagogical purposes of the
programs. They come to know the texts very well, and feel responsible for translating and
making them accessible for younger audiences. Artists also reported that their perceptions
of the impact of PIA on schools were that students enjoyed the performances and increased
their understanding of language and its effects. In high-stakes contexts such as NSW HSC,
the troupe takes very seriously students’ questions about how to interpret poems they are

studying.



Recommendation 1: Ensure that actors are well supported to meet their educational

responsibilities to students and teachers.

e In what ways do PIA experiences influence artists’ professional capacities, career

development and further opportunities?

PIA has shaped artists’ professional practice profoundly in many cases. Actors have become
more adaptable in their performance capabilities, able to rapidly adjust to different spaces
and conditions, and to inhabit different characters. Crucially, actors learn to be responsive
to highly demanding young audiences and to seek truth, authenticity and connection in
their performances. Developing affinities for young audiences and theatre for young people
has been life-changing, with some actors continuing to seek out this work or subsequently

training as teachers.

Actors grow as people and professionals when they go on the road with PIA, developing
social-emotional agility, trust and care for others, and personal resilience through the
rigours of touring. Actors become more confident to take risks, extend themselves and
deliver high energy performances. The range and diversity of artistic practices within PIA
programs and troupes ensures that young actors are continuously expanding their
professional repertoires and range, learning from each other and acquiring new skills that
they carry into their professional lives after PIA. Leadership and initiative are further

developed through touring with PIA.

Non-actors who were interviewed stressed that working with PIA had also shaped their own
artistic practices as directors, dramaturgs and writers. They have learned to work quickly
and in an immersive and collaborative creative process. Writing and directing for young
audiences has required heightened attention to language. Performance scripts that are part
of PIA repertoire evolve and are refined over time and in response to teacher and student

feedback. For some people, working as a director has been a step-up in their career. For



experienced directors, the PIA rehearsal space offers freedom to experiment with new
strategies. PIA strips down theatre to produce high impact moments from minimal

resources.

Recommendation 2: Recognise and celebrate the significant impact that working with PIA
has on developing and refining the professional practice of artists at all stages of their

careers.

For all artists, PIA has been significant for professional career trajectories. PIA builds
professional networks and reputational capital that actors draw on as they seek further
opportunities. It is an important and well-regarded addition to professional resumes, and
has opened doors to work with other companies. The career impact of PIA is most striking
for the young actors for whom PIA might provide their first steady paid work. For them, and
for companies that later employ them, working with PIA is a rite of passage into the
profession. They are better actors as a result of the on-the-job training that PIA touring
provides. Other companies know this and seek out and recruit PIA actors. For non-actors,
PIA has also provided work that they enjoy, that is satisfying, and that they value in their
professional portfolios. It has provided employed in quiet periods, between contracts, or

when they are parenting young children.

Of crucial importance to all participants, through the pandemic when the arts industry was
savaged by shutdowns, PIA provided employment to artists. The actors described the many

meaningful activities and content production that keep PIA engaged with education.

Recommendation 3: Recognise that PIA is a significant contributor to professional

learning and career development for newly graduated actors.

e What critical factors impact on success and replication of PIA model in diverse

contexts and school settings?



Artist interviews provided some information about the enablers of PIA success in the varied
contexts and schools to which PIA tours. There was general agreement that touring with PIA
is a demanding and rewarding experience for emerging artists. Selection of the right
members of the troupe is the first crucial step. Touring compatibly within a small group
requires interpersonal qualities beyond acting abilities. Care for the actors while they are on
the road is important for well-being and successful touring, requiring regular contact with

PIA office.

Recommendation 4: Ensure that well-being and care of actors is prioritised in high

intensity touring.

On tour, the minimalist PIA touring kit facilitates artistic flexibility. Actors can quickly set up
and adapt to any performance space in any school. The fast pace of travel between schools,
and volume and intensity of performances means that touring is gruelling. Close monitoring
of troupes and performances means that actors report on each performance which makes

sure that any problems can be quickly addressed.

Most importantly, high quality, high energy touring programs are essential to the success of
PIA. Ensuring that programs are suitably pitched for their target year levels, and effectively
linked to the curriculum means that they add value to schools. When time is precious in
schools, and curriculum is crowded, PIA needs to contribute directly to student learning and

engagement.

Artists detailed insights into the impact of PIA on schools, teachers and students is

presented in Research Report 2: Schools.



2. RESEARCH REPORT PART 1 - ARTISTS

2.1 THE RESEARCH CONTEXT

Introduction

Poetry in Action is a theatre in education (TIE) company that has worked with schools
around Australia for more than fifteen years, and apart from repeat bookings and anecdotal
responses, little is known about the impact of PIA on teaching and learning in the schools
that it has reached. In the arts industry, PIA provides employment to a range of artists,
ranging from new graduates from theatre courses to industry experts. The ongoing research
aims to investigate experiences, perceptions, and impacts of PIA in Australian schools and in
the arts industry. This report focuses on the completed phase of the research involving

online interviews with artists.

PIA Background

Poetry in Action (PIA) is an Australian touring theatre group that has worked for more than
fifteen years delivering intense, high-energy tailored performance-based programs to
schools in Australia and beyond. Poetry in Action aims to evoke joy and wonder, bring
poetry to life, inspire, and complement the work of teachers. In its emphasis on the vocal
elements and musicality of poetry, and on embodiment and physicality in poetic expression,
Poetry in Action provides more dynamic entry points to poetic language and form than

students usually experience in text-based study of poetry.



Figure 1: Poetry in Action Model

PIA has performed for more than 700,000 students and delivered more than 4000 live
performances for schools in all sectors, states, and regions. Programs are designed to fit into
school timetables, to minimize disruption while maximising impact, and are complemented
by quality teaching resources to guide classroom activities in order to extend the learning.
Poetry in Action provides significant employment in the arts sector for artists including

actors, writers, and directors.

PIA offers four distinct touring programs designed for secondary schools and pitched at
different year levels. Currently (2022) these are: Unlocking the Poetry Code (Years 7-8),
Power of Poetry (Years 8-10), Words of War (Years 9-12), and Fact vs Fiction (Years 10-12).
Programs change from year to year. While live shows are the backbone of Poetry in Action,
closures of schools and borders prompted the development of an equivalent set of digital
productions that are accompanied by live Q&A with the artists. Another current initiative is
the Lilla Project which is an intensive drama-based culturally responsive literacy program in

a remote Aboriginal school that is led by an Aboriginal performer and artist.
Additional streams of activity include a Corporate Package focusing on rhetorical elements

and vocal techniques, and Poetry competitions, with winning poems performed and

recorded and potentially incorporated into future performances.
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PIA provides low-cost, inclusive, and high-quality programs primarily for school-audiences.
The expressed vision for PIA is ‘to be an expressive and articulate Australian voice in the
world’. The mission of PIA is to ‘unlock the power of words for everyone’. Touring records
indicate that Poetry in Action is reaching schools in low SES as well as high SES areas,
regional and urban locations, and has been widely adopted by public secondary schools as
well as Catholic and Independent schools. However, this research aims to uncover whether

there are gaps in provision.

PIA is a registered charity. Schools pay a modest set fee for performances with additional
support for specific initiatives such as Lilla Project coming from philanthropic funding, and
additional targeted government grants such as the recent Restart Investment to Sustain and

Expand (RISE) support fund for COVID impacted cultural organisations.

Research Report Part 1: Artists provides an initial analysis of the impacts and experiences of
artists involved in all facets of PIA and the potential professional impact in the arts and
cultural sectors. The study aims to ascertain the extent to which PIA be understood as an
important component of the arts and culture industry, particularly in terms of employment

and professional development for artists and creatives.

PIA troupes deliver curriculum-aligned performances in schools complemented by
classroom teaching resources to extend the learning. Since 2006, PIA has toured 4000+
performances to 700,000+ students across sectors, states, and regions across Australia and
internationally. This report provides an evaluation about the impacts and experiences of
artists involved in PIA and the extent to which Poetry in Action has developed performance
skills, facilitated employment opportunities in a volatile market and shapes career

trajectories for young artists.

Research background

Poetry in Action targets a neglected area of the English curriculum. There has been a well-
documented contraction in the teaching and enjoyment of poetry in secondary schools,

often blamed on unengaging pedagogies and overemphasis on literary analysis (Dymoke,
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2012; Dymoke & McGuinn, 2021; O'Neill, 2006; Weaven & Clark, 2012, 2013, Wilson, 2010,
2013; Xerri, 2016). Yet creative and performative approaches to poetry can refresh teachers’
pedagogy, re-engage students and increase their enjoyment and interest in learning about
poetry (Creely, 2018; Locke & Kato, 2012; Wilson 2013). Creative pedagogies nurture
students’ tangible, experiential relationships with poetic texts. Importantly, not-for-profit
organisations are increasingly working with/in schools to enhance poetic pedagogies (Xerri,
2018) yet their impact and influence within the creative ecologies of school communities is
under-researched (Hatton & Mooney, 2017). However the importance of NGOs to society

extends well beyond their contributions to school education.

Not-for-profit education-oriented arts organisations provide significant employment in an
arts industry that is characterised by precarious working conditions. Artists are often ‘gig’
workers who need to maintain multiple jobs outside the arts to sustain them. This impacts
most strongly on those young actors seeking to develop their career trajectories in the arts.
Graduating from higher education into industry is often a matter of ‘improvised, relatively
informal and serendipitous entry pathways’ where aspiring creative workers try to
transform their passion into a renumerated working life (Taylor & Luckman, 2020, p. 2).
Working in the arts sector relies on developing an entrepreneurial outlook and the capacity
to self-assemble a creative career, even a ‘just-in-time self’ to be ready to make the best use
of opportunities (Morgan & Nelligan, 2018, p. 106). The arts industry is formed of ‘creative
networks’ that are ‘diffuse’ and ‘elusive’, requiring those wishing to gain employment to
‘build up their stocks of social capital’ and build bridges into these networks (Morgan &
Nelligan, 2018, p. 42). NGOs provide opportunities for this bridge-building, by creating links
of emerging artists with the experienced artists who also work in the company and can
facilitate further networking and opportunities. Since the COVID-19 pandemic, the precarity
of the creative economy has been further exposed (Comunian & England, 2020), with
workers in the creative industries feeling devalued, misunderstood and experiencing new
and more intense layers of insecurity (Flore, Hendry & Gaylor, 2021). The issues raised by
artists in interviews touched on all of these aspects of artists’ career trajectories and

conditions.
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2.2 THE RESEARCH DESIGN
Aim
The aim of the research project is to investigate experiences, perceptions, and impacts of

PIA in Australian schools and the arts industry.

Scope of the research project

The project investigated PIA activities and impact over a five-year period (2017-2021) when
there had been significant growth in the organisation’s scale and national reach. Although
PIA has had some international activity through that period, the scope of this study has

been limited to activities within Australia.

The scope of Research Report Part 1: Artists is limited to the findings of data collected from

PIA Artists.

Key research questions

1. How do PIA performance-based, live encounters with poetry impact on teachers,
students, school communities and artists?

2. In what ways do PIA experiences influence teachers’ professional development and
pedagogy in English and the arts?

3. In what ways does PIA add value to students’ learning, enjoyment and understanding of
poetry?

4. In what ways do PIA experiences influence artists’ professional capacities, career
development and further opportunities?

5. What critical factors impact on success and replication of PIA model in diverse contexts

and school settings?

Methodology and methods

Part one of the research project comprised qualitative interviews with artists involved in

design and delivery of PIA performance programs. Qualitative research is most appropriate
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for creating rich accounts and insights of experience as participants are encouraged to share
their experiences and understandings in their own words and from their particular

perspectives within PIA.

All participating artists (actors, writers, dramaturgs, and directors) were approached by
email for an online interview about their perceptions, experiences, and the impacts they
observed in schools as well as on their own career trajectories and networks. Questions
were adapted to the particular role for each person (e.g., writing for young audiences versus
performing for young audiences). Given the primary focus of the research on education
impacts of PIA, some of the questions aimed to deepen reflection on PIA’s engagement with
schools. However in this report we focus on the contributions of PIA to artists’ career

trajectories

Interview prompts were detailed and developed from the particular interest and focus of
PIA and from themes the researchers had identified in their previous research on arts and
creativity in schools as well as the broader fields of literature (Appendix 1). Interview
guestions were organised into the following blocks:
e Introduction/ Background — which aimed to map the artists’ experience with the
organisation and establish rapport.
e Performances — which aimed to elicit information about schools, including audiences,
contexts, highlights, and challenges (including COVID-19 where relevant).
e Changes/ Developments — which included reflections on own trajectories as an artist,
as well as further school-based reflections.
e Future considerations — which asked participants directly for their recommendations

and assessments of the value of PIA.

The interviews were undertaken in an open-ended and iterative style, so that where other
issues arose or required clarification or elaboration the interviewer was able to adapt

guestions to suit the conversation.
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Recruitment

This progress report focuses on the completed phase of the research entailing online

interviews with artists.

Recruitment involved: (i) direct email approach from PIA directly to artists with our attached
research invitation to participate, asking them to get in touch with the researchers, (ii)
direct email from the researchers with attached research invitation to participate, (iii) one
or two further reminders from the researchers with attached invitation to participate, and
(iv) further reminder from PIA to potential participants. Those recipients who did not

respond to multiple invitations and reminders were not pursued further.

Research participants
Overall, 20 of a potential pool of 39 Artist participants were interviewed which is an
impressive response for qualitative research where fewer participants are recruited to

provide more detailed and in-depth insights. See Table 1. Artist Participants.

It is worth noting that those Artists who willingly participated may be inclined to have a
positive bias towards the organisation and there may be dissenting views amongst those
who did not opt into the research. However, the breadth of views within the participants
suggests that people felt open and able to identify what might be improved as readily as
what was working well. Participants were enthusiastic to contribute regardless of location,
time zone and work schedules each of which impacted on the times they were available for
interviews. Although we had allowed 30 minutes for interviews, all participants had more to
say than would fit in that time period and some interviews were up to an hour long. This

provided a larger amount of rich qualitative data than had been anticipated.

Pool of potential
Actual participants
Artist Roles participants for
interviewed
interviews
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Actors 25 11

Directors 7 5

5 (1 of whom is

Writers 5
also a director)
1 (whoisalsoa
Dramaturgs 2
writer)
TOTAL 39 20

Table 1: Participating PIA artists

The 20 Artist participants interviewed spanned the four designated PIA artist roles —
grouped into the broad categories of Actor, Director, Writer, and Dramaturg. Two
participants had worked in several different PIA roles and were able to respond to questions
about their experience in all those roles. Some participants also held organisational roles
such as: Artistic Director, Artistic Associate, Lead Teaching Artist however in order to
maintain our ethical obligation to confidentiality, these have been included within their

other role categories.

Amongst the artist participants, some Directors, Writers, and Dramaturgs had worked for
multiple years with PIA, extending far beyond the five-year period that was the focus of this
research. Actors were interviewed from all troupes from 2017 to 2021, with between two
and four participants providing varied perspectives and insights into their experiences in

schools. The majority of the actors worked for PIA very early in their careers.

Research sites

Due to COVID-19 and for efficiency, all interviews were conducted online via Zoom.

Data collection

Zoom interviews were recorded, then the audio files were extracted and transcribed into
text files. This process produced the data set for Part One of the research, focusing on PIA’s

Impact on Artists. Participants’ contribution to the research are identified by their artistic
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role in order to maintain confidentiality as agreed according to ethical research

commitments (Appendix 2: Information sheet and consent form).

Data analysis

The data was used to map artists’ insights on experiences, perceptions and impacts of PIA
performances and workshops. The researchers coded all data, which involved labelling and
grouping small sections which are allocated a descriptive code. Once codes were assigned,
the researchers interpreted the data using a form of selective coding (Saldana, 2015; Strauss
& Corbin, 1998). The research team constructed a list of emerging themes, and highlighted
various excerpts in the data that illustrate these themes. Analyses was undertaken within
groups of artists as well as across groups in order to examine how perspectives may differ.
In line with ethical commitments, we have reported results using pseudonyms for

respondents.

3. FINDINGS AND OUTCOMES

Part one of the research project is concentrated on the impacts of PIA artists in Australian
schools and the arts industry. Outcomes arising from part one of the research are organised
into the following themes: i) Artists’ practice in PIA; ii) Artists’ professional capacities; iii)

Artists’ career development. See Figure 1 Emerging themes about PIA’s Impact on Artists.
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EMERGING
THEMES Adaptability

Range of Arts Practices
New practices
Professional Identity

PIA'S
IMPACT ON 2

Leadership Opportunities
Connecting Performance and Education
Training
Development

ARTISTS

Career Development within PIA
First Opportunity / Rite of Passage
New Opportunities
Paid Contracts
Pandemic Impact
Experience

Figure 2: Emerging themes PIA’s Impact on Artists

THEME 1: Artists’ practice in PIA

Interviews with the artists explored how experiences with Poetry in Action have shaped
their artistry. The interview data revealed the richness and diversity of the artists’
trajectories before they joined PIA and highlighted the transformative role of the PIA
experiences. For some actors joining PIA represented a rite of passage, for others becoming
part of theatre-in-education was a long held ‘dream come true’ and for some it was an
unexpected but welcome return to a career with the arts. Equally, interviews with directors
and writers capture diversity in career progression, including artists for whom PIA offered

the first breakthrough opportunity to move from acting to directorial work.
The research team studied the interviews systematically to identify common themes and

convergences amongst this rich tapestry of artistic experience within and beyond PIA. The

following section investigates the most immediate impact and influence that this diverse set
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of artists shared with the researchers. Figure 2 identifies the components of the emerging
theme of PIA artists’ practices after which follows an analytical discussion based on the

collected data.

Adaptability

Range of Arts Practices
New practices
Professional Identity

Figure 3: Emerging theme 1: Artists' Practice

Adaptability

A central theme emerging from the interview data was the artists’ appreciation —and
growing sense — of adaptability. This was evident when they reflected on the dynamic fusion
between theatre and the English curriculum cultivated in the PIA contexts. One writer
elaborates on this connectivity as follows:
Working with Poetry in Action, | had a much deeper dive into how people were
studying English literature and specifically poetry within the school curriculum. And
grappling with how we could create something that was theatrically effective, and
also speak to those curriculum requirements. | suppose that was my learning when

working with PIA.

The significance of cultivating an agile and malleable disposition also appears in artists’
reflections on the uniqueness of the PIA audience and context. The following reflections
from two actors highlight these connections:
So, for me, the main thing I'm talking about really is the adaptability. So, the space,
the size of the audience, and the engagement of the kids are those three factors that

play into show by show and so you constantly have to adjust.
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While at drama school, you only ever played one character, and yes, you would do
classes to learn to be flexible, but nothing quite like what you have to do with Poetry

in Action.

The minimalism of the PIA travelling show (PIA’s practice of the touring context) was also
discussed by several artists as the catalyst of growth in artistic flexibility which has been
captured in interview by one of the actors:
The discipline of not having to rely on big sets or microphones or lots of tech really
meant that it was a very raw experience. And we could only rely on our acting or our
training. So that was great. That changed my view as an artist in that | am a bit of a
purist now. Like | don’t have such an attraction or a fascination with bells and

whistles.

Furthermore, actors also explained how social-emotional agility was recognised, cultivated,
and built upon ‘on the road’. This was recognised by the touring actors as part-and-parcel of
the extended period of living, travelling, and performing together as a small team, on three
shows a day, across a year. One of the actors summarises:
Just within my scope of influence, it's kind of the only job that I've known within the
Creative Arts, where... you have to live with these people, you have to drive with
these people, travel with these people. So having off moments is very difficult,
because then you have to think about the compounding effects of "If | have this tiff
with this person now, will that mean during the show, they'll throw me under the
bus or whatnot can I/they then put that stuff aside?" Which sometimes is difficult.
So, your personal and professional life have to blend together. Otherwise, one or the

other will suffer.
As the above quote demonstrates, managing the personal space was a significant challenge

for the troupe members, and the thoughtful management of personal incongruences over

time was a key determinant of their success as a touring performance group.
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Range of Arts practices

The second significant theme of convergence concerned the range and diversity of arts
practices brought together during artists’ involvement in PIA. On the one hand, the range of
skills and the diversity of training were seen by the touring actors as an invitation for
collective, complementary artistry. Actors discussed how their skills and personalities
became fused and built upon as the troupe evolved whilst touring. An actor with a
background in physical theatre and circus training commented:

In my particular troupe there was one guy who went to an acting school. | didn't, |

just did a communications course and then got into acting. And then the other girl

that was in the troupe was originally a singer and so she kind of got into it that way,

so we were able to talk about these completely different experiences.

Linked to this, the very essence and ethos of the PIA program made space for the discovery
of further artistic convergences by both artists and audiences. For instance, artists
commented on the valuable intersection of popular culture (rap) and traditional poetry as a
genre, as captured in the following reflection by an actor:

| would talk to the students before the shows and | was particularly interested in the

naughty boys and I'd get to know them and if they were interested in rap, etc.

The diversity and range of artistic practices was also harnessed to address the unique
characteristics of the PIA audiences. Both actors and directors raise this in their reflective
narratives, as the following collection of reflections signifies:
| remember we did a show for 200 boys, and they would not settle down and |
remember we all had to learn how to pitch our voices and project more and get

them more engaged.
What it has done for me, like that kind of experience of having to deal with all kinds

of different audiences, is for me, now, as a professional actor, when I'm onstage, |

have had so many experiences of audiences that don't care or don't want to be
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there, that you kind of learn almost intuitive skills of how to bring the attention in.

And so, | think that that really was great.

So that was a really great experience and just knowing, like creatively knowing how
to just pare things right down to exactly what matters in a performance or in a
moment, and just getting to the truth of any performance, and not trying to dress it
up with unnecessary things, just not to be fake. That was really useful learning, and it

will definitely set me up for further work with young people.

The interviews unanimously evidence artists opportunities during their PIA involvement to
harness the skills they brought and develop new skills/practices in the production process.

This latter point will be expanded.

The emergence of new practices

The third theme of convergence with regards to the immediate influences of PIA concern
the emergence of new practices in the artistic repertoire. To some extent, this was
explained by the artists by the transformative experiences afforded to them during their PIA
involvement. For example, one director discusses their directorial visit to Central Australia:

Going out to Central Australia was a kind of a life changing experience.

The emergence of new practices was seen by the artists as necessitated by the fast-paced,
improvised, fully immersive touring experience. This is a context where risk-taking, fast, bold
decisions, and a flow-mentality were paramount. The following represents powerful
reflections by two troupe actors:
Every day, having to vocally warm up and practice those acting skills, physical,
physical, emotional, vocal, | just became a much more flexible actor... And | was so
embarrassed singing, | was never a singer. All through university | had to get all my
peers to turn and face the back when | would sing in class. And | had to sing in one of
the PIA shows every show. And by the end of that my confidence was, oh, like

through the roof. So, | owe that to Poetry in Action.
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| could see the difference because | could see me in the audition phase, | could see
what | was like when | auditioned compared to what | am now. | noticed | was on a
completely different performance now. The energy that it takes to bring into it, how
much you need to commit to certain crazy choices, you just got to do it and proud of
it and own it. And so that | found poetry and actually completely changed the way
that | approached theatre, especially with a with a children's audience, because it
taught me just to be confident in the choices and make big crazy choices. Because
that's what's going to be funny. That's what's people going to engage with. And

that's what we're going to enjoy.

Rooted in this fast-paced, intense PIA touring experience, the artists also reflected on their
newfound and expansive affinity with young audiences as described by one of the directors:
I’'m just starting to feel more confident saying, “I know our audience very well
because | spend 18 hours a week with them. | know who they are, and | don't think

this is going to work, or this is brilliant don't cut that”. So, I’'m getting braver and
more confident in my knowledge of our audiences and my own gut instinct as an

artist.

Another director provides the context for the emergence of new theatrical practices reliant
on the actor audience relationship:
You've got in the back of your mind, all those thousands of kids that you perform for
and what you learned. And it struck me that it is good training to understand what
people respond to, not critics or directors but a real live audience. And there is no

more honest audience than kids.

An actor further demonstrates the impact of the audience on the actors:
| found that you can, you can very easily tell if a kid is engaged, because if they're not
engaged, their eyes are going to start wandering, adults, when they're sitting down
watching a theatre show, they will sit and watch, and even if they're not enjoying it,
they will give you their full attention, kids, if you if they're not interested, they will

just look away, they will find something else to do. So yeah, | learned, | guess a lot
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about maintaining that interest, because | got a much clearer picture of what it looks

like.

Another actor explains their responsiveness to the variety of student audiences:
| remember being very nervous at the beginning, because you're like, no idea how to
interact with teachers, no idea how to interact with like, a bunch of screaming
teenagers. But then after doing it for a few weeks, and then getting into like, the

mode of it, you just, it's a really valuable skill to learn.

Artists are unequivocal about the recognisable impact of all this on their sense of

confidence, trust, and empowerment in their work with PIA.

Personal identity

The fourth theme of convergence relates to the artists’ personal identity during their
involvement with PIA. Intimately linked to their growing sense of confidence, artists report
that their experiences in PIA were hugely affirmative in their career progression, giving them

reassurance, clarity and a sense of direction as outlined by the following artists:

Affirmation
That really brought together everything I'm passionate about as a professional and
its relevant to educators so, it really affirmed for me the space in our industry that |

want to be playing in. (Director)
Clarification
Education and theatre were brought together so seamlessly in a professional

experience. It certainly clarified for me what | want to do with my career. (Director)

And it was the best thing as a first-year drama student... That's something | can

realistically aspire towards. When I'm commencing on this journey as an actor, |
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think that was a really good thing, not just for Poetry In Action and us seeing that as

an opportunity, but for a first year drama student. (Actor)

A dream come true
And never in a million years thinking that a small country boy from a farm would be
able to be part of something that was touring for the whole year for 50,000 plus

students. (Actor)

Inspiration coming to life

| think | always wanted to perform with a travelling educational group. | remember
having that kind of a thing come into my school when | was in school. And |
remember looking at them, the actors, really kind of admiring them, looking up to
them and thinking, | want to do that one day, | want to one day tour around and

perform for school kids. (Actor)

THEME 2. Artists’ professional capacities

Findings of the impact on PIA artists’ professional capacities whilst working on PIA
productions emerge through analysis of the key themes incorporating artists’ leadership
opportunities, connecting performance with education, theatre-in-education training, and
development. PIA artists’ multiple skills and competencies are developed in an environment
that fosters creative and operational opportunities during the challenges of the pre-
production, production, and performance phases with the outcome of augmenting their arts
industry capacity. PIA energises its artists to connect with each other during the creation of
theatre-in-education shows, and in the troupes performing for schools across Australia.
Figure 3 identifies the components of the emerging theme of PIA artists’ professional

capacities after which follows an analytical discussion based on the collected data.
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2 Leadership Opportunities
Connecting Performance and Education
Training

Development

Figure 4: Emerging theme 2: Artists' professional capacities

Leadership opportunities

PIA’s confidence in their artists’ competencies is evident from the provision of leadership
opportunities as a director reveals that they ‘make sure the actors are trained in delivering

workshops and that they have the right skills and knowledge to teach’.

An actor outlined a range of their operational leadership opportunities whilst on tour
incorporating the production and educational responsibilities of ‘stage managers and liaising
with the teachers prior to arriving at the school’. The actor also specified the following
multiple skills in performance and leadership skills developed when touring around
Australia:
We would set up everything, do our vocal and physical warm-ups then perform a
show. For the last 10 minutes we lead a Q & A with the student audience. After that
we would pack up everything and write reports on the show. Doing that was our
role as part of the touring troupe. We would also do our own driving and the
driving would get reported as well recording the time and person who took over

the wheel, so we weren’t driving for too many chunks of time.

Reporting continuously on how show quality is measured is a critical factor for the
replication of PIA model in school settings. One actor confirmed that:
We'd have to report back every day after each performance, outlining how it
went. And sometimes if it was something big, we check with in with the director

Bryce who runs the company, “this isn't really working”. If it was a big change but
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most of the time they'd say, “trust your gut, you are great actors, you know what

you’re doing”.

Connecting Performance with Education

Connecting performance with education is a significant function of the PIA theatre-in-
education company which associates literature with the performing arts. John O’Toole
explains that ‘theatre-in-education can help with the appreciation of literature’ (1976, p.

79).

One actor with an educational background had a love of acting, but also a love of education
and a passion for working with kids. In addition, because of their extensive experience
working in schools they considered they were a useful asset to PIA. This revelation
demonstrates that the actor has been acknowledged by PIA for their combined artistic and

educational competencies.

Another actor identified that ‘I’'m a teacher of English so performing in the PIA troupe is

relevant,” confirming the connection between PIA performances and education.

A different actor shared that on tour ‘there’s a huge responsibility as a performer to really
know the performance text inside out as you're educating as well’ especially when ‘you talk
to them at the end of the performance’. During the post-show Q&A the student audience will
often ask questions that they have been given as practice questions for their HSC. So, we

need to know the poem as they have their books out, and they'd write down our responses.

A theatre director participant who is also a teacher shared that during the pre-production
phase they focused on making sure that the scripts have lessons that are connected to the
performance narrative as ‘we want to make sure the kids understand this’ and additionally
identified that education initiatives in PIA workshops need to be targeted when other artists
deliver the content. This director confirmed that because I’'m employed to make theatre for

PIA two days in the middle of the week it makes me a better teacher.
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Script writers’ interactive connection to education and schools is significant. One writer
observed that:
The big thing is the ability of a script like Words of War to see it over multiple years
is a great benefit for a writer to be able to keep refining a piece of work in response
to an audience, and the feedback that you get through formal processes, through
student and teacher written or verbal feedback, but also informally through sitting
in an audience and just seeing which bits the young people get restless and laugh

at.

Training
An artist summarises the impact of PIA as a training environment when revealing that:

Directing for a company like Poetry in Action is an incredible training ground for

creating theatrically effective moments with very little.

Development

Development of artists’ professional capacities is manifest in the observation by one of the
artists noted that:
People who work with PIA tend to be still involved in the arts industry in some
capacity. | think that's partially because the skill sets are incredibly enhanced
through working with PIA. If it's not acting it may be writing or directing because

they’re actually involved in a very full-on creative process.

A director provided the following evidence to support the development of their professional
capacity:
PIA which has hugely improved my confidence as a director and working as a
leader. | was very nervous initially when | started working with the company being
in a new role. | was used to being an actor, essentially mostly being told what to do,
but also being able to bounce off someone else. Being in a leadership position of

director was quite nerve wracking at first, but as | have worked with the company
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consistently over these last four to five years, | have a much greater trust in in my
instincts, and how to guide people to bring out the best performances in them.

That's been enormous.

One writer’s professional development is attributed to ‘PIA helping me to trust myself to

work very quickly and very specifically around heightened text’.

An actor disclosed that they developed confidence to ‘connect with an audience and
understand how to manipulate the audience. This changed a lot because | knew which

places would make the kids buzz’.

Another actor’s development of their performance capabilities was enhanced by PIA’s
operational system:
Two weeks to learn a play, which is not easy, because it's 45 minutes of lines and
lots of blocking. So, | really learnt to use that muscle and now | can pick up any

script and learn it like that because of working for PIA.

THEME 3. Artists’ career development

PIA has provided significant professional benefits for artists at all stages of their career
trajectories. Working with PIA extends artists’ access to the profession as well as their skills
and creates important new opportunities for employment. In a sector that is characterised
by casual and short-term contracts, PIA offers relatively secure employment for emerging
actors over an extended period of time. It is often their first paid work after drama school
and has the effect of combining an exciting and challenging environment with time to hone
their craft. They come out of their employment with PIA as better and more versatile actors,
and therefore with greater confidence and commitment to their career choice and the
sector. For some actors, their experiences as performers in schools has sparked a desire to
work with young people, leading to further study to become qualified as teachers. Even for
those artists whose experience with the company led them down a non-performance career

path, PIA has been pivotal and productive in assisting them to establish their professional
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identities, build their portfolios and make sound and rewarding career decisions. Figure 4
identifies the components of the emerging theme of PIA artists’ career development after

which follows an analytical discussion based on the collected data.

Career Development within PIA
First Opportunity / Rite of Passage

New Opportunities
Paid Contracts
Pandemic Impact
Experience

Figure 5: Emerging theme 3: Artists Career Development

Career development within PIA

Several people had significantly progressed their careers within the company, moving
through various roles and acquiring new responsibilities and expertise. PIA seems to have
been a nurturing and capacity-building employment environment for people who have

stayed with the company or worked with it more than once.

A participant described the multiple roles they had over time. These included touring,
working as a director, delivering workshops, writing teacher packs and professional
development for teachers, and being ‘promoted to Artistic Associate’. Their use of the word

‘promoted’ suggests that PIA offers career paths in arts practice and administration.

Very experienced artists had worked in different short-term roles with PIA, with some
involved since its inception. The collaborative practices of writing for performance that PIA
has instituted ensure quality scripts. Experts work as writers producing draft scripts and as
dramaturgs providing advice on other’s draft scripts. Some people have also worked as
directors on scripts they have codeveloped. Although each role and contribution in the
development process is distinct, collaboration is at the heart. For example, one participant

describes this as follows:
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As the dramaturg I'd get drafts and give edits and ideas as to how to structure and
shape the narrative and different poetic devices to explore within the poems

selected.

A participant identified that working as a dramaturg was of ‘great benefit’ to themself as a
writer. The work itself ‘benefited enormously from drafting and redrafting’. Importantly, the
PIA model provides robust and structured standards and practices that ensure high quality

new work.

Several of the experienced writers had worked across arts industries including film and high-
profile theatre organisations including Bell Shakespeare. For these people, PIA was a
component of a larger career across artist forms. One writer described what they brought in
from that previous experience in Bell Shakespeare’s education programs, which had
prepared them very well for PIA. Although the content and focus on poetry was different,
their skill in writing for young people was crucial:
It's a very unique thing to write 45-minute shows that have to capture the attention
of high school and primary school students in a school hall with no lights and no set
and no sound. So, that was great preparation as | understood the audience.
They stressed that PIA had been productive for their career as a writer, offering ‘reciprocal
benefits’ as they develop a reputation as a writer for schools and as a ‘practitioner in arts

education’.

First opportunity/ rite of passage

As a company that seeks out and recruits new talent, PIA performs a crucial role in arts
industry ecology. For many young actors, PIA is their first employment, even a ‘rite of
passage’ (EL) as it was described by one participant. The arts industry particularly theatre
has a huge attrition rate, and as another PIA participant suggested, people who are
attracted to PIA tend to ‘like challenges’. This attitude serves them well in their careers as

‘people that like a challenge are generally more likely to survive in the [theatre] industry’.
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One actor described how PIA was seen as a ‘big thing’ in drama schools, with teachers
encouraging their graduating students to apply to PIA. Getting into PIA is ‘a really big deal’

for a new graduate.

Many artists described PIA as their first serious employment opportunity in the industry. A
participant who had worked in a number of different roles and had run their own small
company, described how theatre in education was often seen as a ‘stop gap for directors’ in
that ‘you direct your theatre in education show and then you go on to do your proper stuff’.
However, there are many people who are ‘actually genuinely passionate’ about working in
theatre for young audiences. A director offered that working with PIA was a significant
career break:

Getting a break in this industry and getting a company to trust you enough to

employ you to direct is really hot and PIA was the first company to do that and so

far, the only company getting those runs on the board.

Very experienced people who had worked with PIA stressed the importance of the
organisation to the arts industry. One director participant stressed that there are ‘a number
of actors who've gone on to have really successful careers after PIA’. Most of the actors are
recent graduates from drama school and are quite young. Working with PIA is a ‘fantastic
first step after drama school’. It offers them a ‘very gruelling program’ and a powerful
opportunity to bring together all they have learned in an authentic context that shapes
them as versatile and industry ready professionals. This director described its impact on
actors:
It's actually a really great way to just put all those skills that you've learned into
practice every year. You come out understanding how to work a room. It's a little bit
like the old-fashioned rep theatre in England, where they didn't have any drama
schools, they just went on the road. You learned your craft, as you performed, and |
have seen that happen with a lot of those actors that come out full of confidence,

full of understanding how they can work in all sorts of scenarios.

Many of the actors we interviewed described the importance of securing employment with

PIA so early in their careers. One actor reveals that it was ‘my first paid acting gig outside of
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university’ and ‘my first experience of the industry and getting paid as an actor’. Continuing
that PIA offers ‘a bit of life experience and a bit of job experience [that] really goes a long
way’. A second actor described PIA as ‘almost like another year of drama school’. A third
actor described that Touring schools with a PIA show offers ‘training on the job’, because
‘you get to experience being in a show all the time and changing audiences and changing
spaces’. They also thought that ‘every actor should do a similar thing’. Additionally, this
actor considered PIA produces better actors because that experience gained on the road
with PIA has served people well in subsequent work in theatre: ‘when I've been in other
shows, and things have gone wrong, I've been like, thank goodness I've had that experience,

because | can just trust that | can react and respond, because I've had to do it so much’.

Beyond the pragmatics of obtaining paid employment in a currently precarious arts industry,
working with PIA has increased the enthusiasm of emerging actors for work in theatre
companies. One participant actor described this in terms of an enduring passion and a
deliberate career direction:

It obviously sparked a huge passion for theatre and education for me, because I've

continued to do it for most of my post university years now. So, | absolutely love it.

New opportunities

Actors developing their portfolios and profiles for careers in the theatre industry, working
with PIA has led to new opportunities. The wider reputation of the company and recognition
across industry has direct benefits for young actors. One actor described how their
experience with another company changed after their time with PIA:
I've applied for a position in another company for the past five years, and they've
never wanted to see me for an audition. This year, they're happy to see me
straightaway... they know | can do what this kind of job requires.
They were surprised at how quickly the PIA experience had improved their appeal to other
companies in a competitive market. Another actor described a similar experience, as they
were approached to audition for another high-profile touring company straight after their

PIA experience. This was ‘very big’ for her, and she knew this was a direct result of
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having already been part of a touring group with a school focus. Even high-profile mainstage
theatres were impressed by PIA experience as another actor noted:
Quite big companies in the Sydney Theatre scene have reached out to me personally
and asked if | can come on board just based on my work at Poetry in Action, again,
because I've had a long form job, they can watch my progression.
Several actors describe how PIA had helped their CVs. Other companies considering
employing them in the future would assume that a season with PIA meant that an actor had
stamina and endurance. They would think:
‘She's done a full year of doing educational theatre touring’, which is known within
the industry for quite an enduring year to do something like that.
Even beyond theatre, another actor stressed that ‘it's a big thing to have on your resume
especially for theatre and TV’. Working with PIA means immediate industry recognition
because of the reputation of the company and the calibre of the people who work in the
company as directors, writers, and dramaturgs: ‘when | walk into an audition room or into
rehearsal room, people might go, oh you worked with Jo Turner who's a director’. This starts
off conversations and builds professional networks that are crucial for success in the arts

industry.

Building a good CV and having a supportive professional network has also been important
for an actor who was applying for a postgraduate degree in drama at an overseas university.
The personal statement required as part of the application features the PIA experience: ‘I've
just come off the back of this national tour to a bunch of kids like, it taught me a lot. And so
hopefully, that means that I'm ready to kind of take this next step’. Letters of
recommendation have been written by senior artists they met through working with PIA.
The actor continues that the experience has been transformative in that ‘without Poetry in

Action, | wouldn’t have the confidence to do something like that’.

While most actors talked about new opportunities within the field of drama, some actors
have moved sideways in their careers as a result of PIA. One actor who initially pursued
acting as a career because of their love of performing changed course because of touring
with PIA in schools. Through their participation in post-performance Q&A, they learned how

much they loved being around young people and being in schools. They felt that it was
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fantastic ‘connecting to the kids with the fourth wall broken’. This same actor then enrolled

in a Master of Teaching and is now working as a secondary school teacher.

New opportunities in terms of obtaining work or opening career paths were not as clear for
people who worked with PIA in non-actor roles as directors, writers, and dramaturgs. They
tend to be employed on shorter contracts than the actors, as they come in at specific stages
in the dramaturgical process. However, PIA has influenced the way they work. A director
described how PIA had become the place where they experiment with new ideas and ways
of doing things. One of these was projecting a script on a wall rather than working with
printed scripts. This was an important initiative because, in this director’s experience,
‘getting off script is a big obstacle in a rehearsal process’. A writer felt that their own ‘artistic
talent’ had developed through the time they had worked with the company through
working with so many young actors. For another writer, although they couldn't draw a
direct line to new work because of the PIA experience, they had become more confident in
pitching for related jobs: ‘like I’'m writing theatre in education, [so now] I’'m writing these
corporate education videos for young people’. Another writer also felt that PIA had
expanded their professional and artistic networks: ‘I can confidently say it's expanded my
practice and my industry relationships’. Finally, for a participant who had worked in a
number of roles, the PIA experience was something they expected would open doors and
lead to new opportunities: ‘Il think it certainly influences my future prospects... because it's

an artistic leadership role’.

Paid contracts

As explored in an earlier section, PIA is often the first paid employment of substance for
young actors. Most of those we spoke to talked about the significance of this and compared
their fortunate experience in getting into PIA with alternative scenarios. One actor
described how different her situation was to her peers: So many of my friends have no
money as actors. They're really struggling, and | get to walk away with savings | get to walk

away with money in my bank, because of this company, which | can't thank them enough.
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So many of my friends have no money as actors. They're really struggling, and | get
to walk away with savings. | get to walk away with money in my bank, because of
this company, which | can't thank them enough.
Working for salary offers young actors the chance to break away from a common trap
where they must work in other jobs to sustain themselves because they can’t secure enough
paid employment to work as actors. Getting into PIA is a career game-changer. This actor
described how this prospect operated as an incentive in a competitive environment.
| was working a full-time job that | was not enjoying that | really didn't want to be in.
And | turned up to the auditions. | worked really, really hard to get into it, because
I'd heard how amazing this programme was and how much fun other actors had had
with it.
Another actor described the importance of having paid work opportunities in the arena of
theatre in education in broader terms, pointing out its social and cultural contributions:
It's one of the last opportunities in this country, particularly in acting, to have a long
form project and to be beholden to an idea that's bigger than yourself, and just the

job that you're in, and being of service to a community at large.

For non-actor artists, the paid employment offered by PIA has been crucial at other stages in
their careers. A director described how PIA enabled them to ‘financially continue to work in
the industry during that transition of early motherhood’. She felt that this was ‘huge’ and
‘inestimable’ as ‘it's enabled me to stay in the industry during a time when | might have
looked elsewhere’. Importantly, ‘they continued to see me as an artist, whilst being a
mother in those early years’ (LS). Fragmented employment patterns and uneven income
was also noted by an artist who had worked as writer, director and dramaturg over years
with PIA:
The practical benefit, which is in terms of income, as an artist, and at the time as a
freelance artist to be able to be employed over several years at the beginning of the
year which is often a quiet period.
People who work as writers also have ongoing income with royalties for scripts. Therefore,
working with PIA can lead to several income streams that are particularly important to

freelance artists:
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When you're building a career and working across a number of companies and
working as a freelancer where you don't have a week-to-week wage guaranteed by a
company and that has been alongside all of the artistic benefits and the satisfaction

of the work that's been very significant.

Pandemic impact

Artists were interviewed in October-November 2021, when the arts industry had already
suffered from more than a year of cancellations and closed venues. Schools in the largest
states had been closed for extended periods of time, and when they reopened external
people were banned from coming in. Schools were reticent to make bookings when the
conditions were so unpredictable. Border closures made it even more complicated for a
nationally touring company. PIA was required to pivot their school touring programs into
digital form and have continue this innovation as an alternative offering to the previous in-
person school tours. For the actors who have managed to keep working with PIA, this has
been even more significant than for those who worked in pre-pandemic years. Four of the
actors we interviewed had worked through 2020-2021. They reflected on the impact of
COVID on their hoped-for careers and the role that PIA had played in mitigating these
impacts. One participant actor described how PIA offered the chance to get into the
profession.
| had actually quit any kind of career with the arts, like | wanted to get back into it.
But | needed to make money because COVID had obviously been quite difficult. So, |
ended up getting a job in a completely different field, | was selling grease to
mechanics and then | heard about this.
The COVID pandemic has been a time of intense struggle for actors and artists more
broadly, so having full time constant employment in performing was greatly appreciated by
these young actors.
One of them described the disruptions of 2020, emphasising how volatile the situation was

and how quickly decisions had to be made with the groups already on tour:
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We had to return to Sydney because we were supposed to go to Perth and then New
Zealand, but Perth wouldn't open their borders and New Zealand was closed, so we
came back to Sydney.
However, despite this disruption, PIA kept the actors in meaningful work, keeping them
busy on all sorts of content production, ensuring they still had creative outlets, and keeping
them employed through the pandemic. This actor said of the company: ‘I can't thank them
enough, they’re really generous.” Another person whose team was still in the rehearsal
phase when the pandemic hit described how when schools suddenly started cancelling their
show bookings, the company still had to be poised for any possible outcome:
So then because nobody knew, you know? The next week, it could all been over and
then we could have been doing a million shows a week. And then so like, how do we
keep these shows kind of like on simmer and then going into lockdown.
When everyone was sent into lockdown and separated from one another, rehearsals also
became difficult because the actors couldn't be together either. There were regular Zoom
calls, production of lots of social media engagement and content, so that they remained

focused on what could still engage an audience.

Digital technology became the medium through which PIA continued multiple strands if
their work. One actor describes how nurturing and maintaining existing relationships was
crucial even when it was through a screen:
| guess, it's like in the age of the internet, how do you survive, and its relationships.
And so, we'd have zooms with students, we'd have zooms with teachers, we would
Skype into classrooms in America, and we would try and stay on top of those

personal relationships as much as possible. Because that's what really saved us.

The nature of the performance was very different when performances were packaged into
the digital format, even though live Q&A with the actors was still a key component of each
school’s digital offering. For this actor, audience responsiveness — which was a key skill that
actors learned and refined in their PIA performances - was what was lost with the digital
format:

The biggest difference is that the importance of being able to actually perform it in

front of the students, see their reactions and work with what they want. So, when
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you're not having the audience there, you don't know what they're enjoying, and
how they're enjoying it and what needs to work.
In contrast, when the performance is in person in front of a live audience, actors are able to
calibrate their performance to the needs of their young audiences:
That was a big thing, noticing when kids were confused. And whether you needed to

slow down or kind of rehash what you're talking about.

The pandemic has clearly transformed the arts industry permanently, in many ways that are
detrimental. However, one of the actors from a season before the pandemic described a
potentially positive impact for the health and well-being of actors in an often-gruelling
profession:
| think our industry is so much more understanding ... than two years ago, because if
you’re unwell you just go on and perform as if your illness just magically recovers
and you just deal with your sickness once the show's over, and that was the
mentality of what we've done since before | went to Drama School. ...If | was sick in
the past, | wouldn't dream of taking a day off and | would just suffer. That would
have been my mentality... Audiences would have understood if we didn’t perform

because we were unwell, but we just didn't exercise that as an option.

CONCLUSION

Phase one of the research aimed to provide answers to specific research questions in the
study. The researchers identified emerging themes that contribute answers to these

questions.

e How do PIA performance-based, live encounters with poetry impact on teachers,

students, school communities and artists?

Working with PIA performance-based poetry programs for young people has significant,
even life-changing, impact on all artists. Artists recognise the pedagogical purposes of the

programs. They come to know the texts very well, and feel responsible for translating and
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making them accessible for younger audiences. Artists also reported that their perceptions
of the impact of PIA on schools were that students enjoyed the performances and increased
their understanding of language and its effects. In high-stakes contexts such as NSW HSC,
the troupe takes very seriously students’ questions about how to interpret poems they are

studying.

e In what ways do PIA experiences influence artists’ professional capacities, career

development and further opportunities?

PIA has shaped artists’ professional practice profoundly in many cases. Actors have become
more adaptable in their performance capabilities, able to rapidly adjust to different spaces
and conditions, and to inhabit different characters. Crucially, actors learn to be responsive
to highly demanding young audiences and to seek truth, authenticity and connection in
their performances. Developing affinities for young audiences and theatre for young people
has been life-changing, with some actors continuing to seek out this work or subsequently

training as teachers.

Actors grow as people and professionals when they go on the road with PIA, developing
social-emotional agility, trust and care for others, and personal resilience through the
rigours of touring. Actors become more confident to take risks, extend themselves and
deliver high energy performances. The range and diversity of artistic practices within PIA
programs and troupes ensures that young actors are continuously expanding their
professional repertoires and range, learning from each other and acquiring new skills that
they carry into their professional lives after PIA. Leadership and initiative are further

developed through touring with PIA.

Non-actors who were interviewed stressed that working with PIA had also shaped their own
artistic practices. They have learned to work quickly and in an immersive and collaborative
creative process. Writing and directing for young audiences has required heightened
attention to language. Performance scripts that are part of PIA repertoire evolve and are
refined over time and in response to teacher and student feedback. For some people,

working as a director has been a step-up in their career. For experienced directors, the PIA
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rehearsal space offers freedom to experiment with new strategies. PIA strips down theatre

to produce high impact moments from minimal resources.

For all artists, PIA has been significant for professional career trajectories. PIA builds
professional networks and reputational capital that actors draw on as they seek further
opportunities. It is an important and well-regarded addition to professional resumes, and
has opened doors to work with other companies. The career impact of PIA is most striking
for the young actors for whom PIA might provide their first steady paid work. For them, and
for companies that later employ them, working with PIA is a rite of passage into the
profession. They are better actors as a result of the on-the-job training that PIA touring
provides. Other companies know this and seek out and recruit PIA actors. For non-actors,
PIA has also provided work that they enjoy, that is satisfying, and that they value in their
professional portfolios. It has provided employed in quiet periods, between contracts, or

when they are parenting young children.

Of crucial importance to all participants, through the pandemic when the arts industry was
savaged by shutdowns, PIA provided employment to artists. The actors described the many

meaningful activities and content production that keep PIA engaged with education.

e What critical factors impact on success and replication of PIA model in diverse

contexts and school settings?

Artist interviews provided some information about the enablers of PIA success in the varied
contexts and schools to which PIA tours. There was general agreement that touring with PIA
is a demanding and rewarding experience for emerging artists. Selection of the right
members of the troupe is the first crucial step. Touring compatibly within a small group
requires interpersonal qualities beyond acting abilities. Care for the actors while they are on
the road is important for well-being and successful touring, requiring regular contact with

PIA office.

On tour, the minimalist PIA touring kit facilitates artistic flexibility. Actors can quickly set up

and adapt to any performance space in any school. The fast pace of travel between schools,
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and volume and intensity of performances means that touring is gruelling. Close monitoring
of troupes and performances means that actors report on each performance which makes

sure that any problems can be quickly addressed.

Most importantly, high quality, high energy touring programs are essential to the success of
PIA. Ensuring that programs are suitably pitched for their target year levels, and effectively
linked to the curriculum means that they add value to schools. When time is precious in
schools, and curriculum is crowded, PIA needs to contribute directly to student learning and

engagement.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1: Interviews with Artists

Actors’ PIA Interview Questions

Interviewer introductory script:

As a researcher | am interested in understanding your experiences, perceptions, and
impacts of ‘Poetry in Action’ in secondary schools especially your insights into the
contributions of PIA programs in schools, and to your own professional context and career
progression.

We aim to complete this interview in 30 minutes.

The interview will be recorded as data for a research project though your responses will

remain confidential to the research team.

Introduction/background

1. Whatis your role in the PIA program?

2. How would you describe the scope or nature of your role? (Prompt: pre-rehearsal,
rehearsal, performing on tour, designers, audio/lighting technicians, camera
operators, set/performance space arrangement, post-performance review, etc).

3. How many years have you worked as an artist with PIA?

4. How did you first become involved as an artist in the PIA program?

5. How many PIA tours have you been involved in? (Prompt: years, states, types of
schools).

Performances

1. Can you describe your experience of performing in PIA programs in Schools and with
young people as audience? (Prompt: Which of your characters have you and the
audience enjoyed the most?)

2. How would you describe school contexts for PIA performances?
(Prompt: context could be the performance space; the audience number; audience

grades/age range; perceived reception of PIA by the school community)
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3. How do different school contexts influence your approach? (Prompt: type of school —
government, private; urban, rural, regional; age of audience; etc.)

4. How would you describe students’ responses as audience during the PIA
performances? (Prompt: responses to the characters, the social issues/content, the
poetry, the set, the music?)

5. How different is it performing for young audiences rather than adult audiences?

6. Would you talk about the highlights of your PIA experiences? Can you describe a
memorable experience you had in a school? What made it memorable? (Prompt: post
performance conversations with students or teachers; performance collaborations
with other artists; xxx)

7. What have been some of the challenges that have arisen for you in the PIA program?

(including COVID-19)

Changes/developments

1. Has your approach to the PIA performances changed over time? If so, how, and why?

2. From where have you drawn your artistic inspiration in terms of your participation in
the PIA program?

3. How do you perceive your own arts practice has developed during this PIA program?

4, Has your employment with PIA been productive for you? (Prompt: artistic practice;
arts education; xxx)

5. How do you link your PIA professional arts practice to the curriculum? (Prompt:
English, Arts, History, subjects, etc.)

6. If you have worked together with teachers, how would you describe this PIA
collaboration?

7.  What have you learned about your profession and schools during your involvement
in the PIA Program?

8. How would you describe your unique contribution to the profession as a PIA artist?

9. How do you perceive that the PIA program has impacted and added value to the
schools? (Prompt: How do you know?)

10. If you work with teachers what have been the most effective ways pre-and post-
performance?

11.  What do you think the teachers have learned from PIA performances?
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12.  What do you think the students have learned from PIA performances?

Future considerations
1.  What changes would you like to see in future PIA programs?
2. What do you think schools would lose/miss if they were not able to access PIA
performances?
3. What are the reciprocal benefits between your own arts practice and the work that
you have done with students and teachers during the PIA program?

4, In what ways has PIA influenced your future career progression?

Concluding remarks by the interviewer:

Thank you for your participation in this interview and your informative responses.

Directors’ PIA Interview Questions

Interviewer introductory script:

As a researcher | am interested in understanding your experiences, perceptions, and
impacts of ‘Poetry in Action’ in secondary schools especially your insights into the
contributions of PIA programs in schools, and to your own professional context and career
progression. We aim to complete this interview in 30 minutes. The interview will be
recorded as data for a research project though your responses will remain confidential to

the research team.

Introduction/background
1. Whatis your role in the PIA program?
2. How would you describe the scope or nature of your role? (Prompt: pre-rehearsal,
rehearsal, performing on tour, post-performance review, etc).
3. How many years have you worked as an artist with PIA?
4. How did you first become involved as an artist in the PIA program?
5. How many PIA tours have you been involved in? (Prompt: years, states, types of

schools)
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Performances

1. Would you talk about the highlights of your PIA experiences? Can you describe a

memorable experience you had in a school? What made it memorable? (Prompt: post

performance conversations with students or teachers; performance collaborations with

other artists; xxx)

2. What have been some of the challenges that have arisen for you in the PIA program

(incl. COVID-19)?

Changes/developments

l.

10.

11.
12.

Has your approach to directing the PIA performances changed over time? If so,
how, and why?

From where have you drawn your artistic inspiration in terms of your participation
in the PIA program?

How do you perceive your own arts practice has developed during this PIA
program?

Has your employment with PIA been productive for you? (Prompt: artistic practice;
arts education; xxx)

How do you link your PIA professional arts practice to the curriculum? (Prompt:
English, Arts, History, subjects, etc.)

If you have worked together with teachers, how would you describe this PIA
collaboration?

What have you learned about your profession and schools during your involvement
in the PIA Program?

How would you describe your unique contribution to the profession as a PIA artist?
How do you perceive that the PIA program has impacted and added value to the
schools? (Prompt: How do you know?)

If you work with teachers, what have been the most effective ways pre-and post-
performance?

What do you think the teachers have learned from PIA performances?

What do you think the students have learned from PIA performances?
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Future considerations
1.  What changes would you like to see in future PIA programs?
2. What do you think schools would lose/miss if they were not able to access PIA
performances?
3.  What are the reciprocal benefits between your own arts practice and the work that
you have done with students and teachers during the PIA program?

4. In what ways has PIA influenced your future career progression?

Concluding remarks by the interviewer:

Thank you for your participation in this interview and your informative responses.

Dramaturgs’ PIA Interview Questions

Interviewer introductory script:

As a researcher | am interested in understanding your experiences, perceptions, and
impacts of ‘Poetry in Action’ in secondary schools especially your insights into the
contributions of PIA programs in schools, and to your own professional context and career
progression. We aim to complete this interview in 30 minutes. The interview will be
recorded as data for a research project though your responses will remain confidential to

the research team.

Introduction/background

1.  Whatis your role in the PIA program?

2. How would you describe the scope or nature of your role? (Prompt: pre-rehearsal,
rehearsal, post-performance review)

3. How many years have you worked as an artist with PIA?

4. How did you first become involved as an artist in the PIA program?

Changes/developments

1. Has your approach to the PIA performances changed over time? If so, how, and why?
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2. From where have you drawn your artistic inspiration in terms of your participation in
the PIA program?

3. How do you perceive your own arts practice has developed during this PIA program?

4, Has your employment with PIA been productive for you? (Prompt: artistic practice;
arts education; xxx)

5. How do you link your PIA professional arts practice to the curriculum? (Prompt:
English, Arts, History, subjects, etc.)

6. If you have worked together with teachers, how would you describe this PIA
collaboration?

7.  What have you learned about your profession during your involvement in the PIA
Program?

8. How would you describe your unique contribution to the profession as a PIA artist?

Future considerations
1.  What changes would you like to see in future PIA programs?
2. What are the reciprocal benefits between your own arts practice and the work that
you have done with students and teachers during the PIA program?

3. In what ways has PIA influenced your future career progression?

Concluding remarks by the interviewer:

Thank you for your participation in this interview and your informative responses.

Weriters’ PIA Interview Questions

Interviewer introductory script:

As a researcher | am interested in understanding your experiences, perceptions, and
impacts of ‘Poetry in Action’ in secondary schools especially your insights into the
contributions of PIA programs in schools, and to your own professional context and career
progression. We aim to complete this interview in 30 minutes. The interview will be
recorded as data for a research project though your responses will remain confidential to

the research team.
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Introduction/background

1.  Whatis your role in the PIA program?

2. How would you describe the scope or nature of your role? (Prompt: pre-rehearsal,
rehearsal, performing on tour, post-performance review)

3. How many years have you worked as an artist with PIA?

4. How did you first become involved as an artist in the PIA program?

5.  How many PIA tours have you been involved in? (Prompt: years, states, types of
schools).

Changes/developments

1. Has your approach to the PIA performances changed over time? If so, how and why?

2. From where have you drawn your artistic inspiration in terms of your participation in
the PIA program?

3. How do you perceive your own arts practice has developed during this PIA program?

4, Has your employment with PIA been productive for you? (Prompt: artistic practice;
arts education; xxx)

5. How do you link your PIA professional arts practice to the curriculum? (Prompt:
English, Arts, History, subjects, etc.)

6. If you have worked together with teachers, how would you describe this PIA
collaboration?

7.  What have you learned about your profession and schools during your involvement
in the PIA Program?

8. How would you describe your unique contribution to the profession as a PIA artist?

9. If you work with teachers what have been the most effective ways pre-and post-

performance?

Future considerations

I.
2.

What changes would you like to see in future PIA programs?
What are the reciprocal benefits between your own arts practice and the work that
you have done with students and teachers during the PIA program?

In what ways has PIA influenced your future career progression?

50



Concluding remarks by the interviewer:

Thank you for your participation in this interview and your informative responses.
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Appendix 2: Information and Consent Forms (artists)

Participant Information Sheet — Artists

Project Title: Understanding Experiences, Perceptions, and Impacts of Poetry in Action in

Secondary Schools

Project Summary: This project will investigate the impacts of Poetry in Action on
participating schools and artists with an explicit focus on those involved from 2017-2021.
Impact for schools is defined as enjoyment of poetry, enhancement of learning and teaching
of poetry, and increase in perceived relevance of poetry to young people and their teachers.
Impact for artists is defined as both individual employment and career enhancement, and
contribution to the arts sector, as well as their perceptions of the specific programs they

have contributed to and the schools to which they toured programs.

You are invited to participate in a research study being conducted by Professor Susanne
Gannon, Associate Professor Mary Mooney, and Dr Eva Vass, members of Western Sydney

University’s Centre for Educational Research.
How is the study being paid for?

This project is being funded by Poetry In Action
What will | be asked to do?

You will be asked to participate in either a one-on-one or a focus group interview online via
Zoom and report on your experiences, perception and impacts of Poetry In Action on

schools and on your career.
How much of my time will | need to give?
The interviews will be up to 30 minutes long.

What benefits will I, and/or the broader community, receive for participating?
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Your participation will contribute to an investigation of the impacts of Poetry in Action on
participating schools, and potentially guide future workshops. Your contributions will also

add to the broader knowledge base about creative learning in schools.
Will the study involve any risk or discomfort for me? If so, what will be done to rectify it?

There are no anticipated risks involved in this study, but you may withdraw your

participation at any time before, during or after the interview without providing a reason.
How do you intend to publish or disseminate the results?

It is anticipated that the results of this research project will be published and/or presented
in a variety of forums. In any publication and/or presentation, information will be
anonymised and provided in such a way that the participant cannot be identified, except in
cases where your identity may be able to be deduced given the information you provide.
Please be aware that if you participate in a focus group interview then your data will be
identifiable by the other participants present. Small segments of de-identified interview

data may be used for illustrative purposes in publications.
Will the data and information that | have provided be disposed of?

No. Your data will be used as per Western Sydney University’s Open Access Policy. This
means that data collected from this study can be made available online and world-wide in

perpetuity.
Can | withdraw from the study?

Participation is entirely voluntary, and you are not obliged to be involved. If you do
participate in a one-on-one interview you can withdraw at any time prior to publication
without providing a reason. This is not possible in a focus group interview as your
contributions will be linked to those of others, but you can still withdraw at any time before

or during the focus group interview.

If you do choose to withdraw, any information that you have supplied will be removed from

the study and destroyed.
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If you participate in a one-on-one interview, you will be offered the opportunity to review or
edit your interview transcript prior to analysis. This is not possible for focus group interview

participants due to the conversational nature of the data.
What if | require further information?

Please contact Prof. Susanne Gannon should you wish to discuss the research further before

deciding whether or not to participate:
s.gannon@westernsydney.edu.au
What if | have a complaint?

If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this research, you
may contact the Ethics Committee through Research Engagement, Development and

Innovation (REDI) on Tel +61 2 4736 0229 or email humanethics@westernsydney.edu.au.

Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully, and you will be

informed of the outcome.

If you agree to participate in this study, you may be asked to sign the Participant Consent
Form. The information sheet is for you to keep, and the consent form is retained by the

researcher/s.

This study has been approved by the Western Sydney University Human Research Ethics
Committee. The Approval number is [enter approval number once the project has been

approved].
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Consent Form — Artists (One-on-One)

Project Title: Understanding Experiences, Perceptions, and Impacts of Poetry in Action in

Secondary Schools

This study has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee at Western Sydney

University. The ethics reference number is: H [insert number]
I hereby consent to participate in the above-named research project.
I acknowledge that:

e | have read the participant information sheet (or where appropriate, have had it read
to me) and have been given the opportunity to discuss the information and my
involvement in the project with the researcher/s.

e The procedures required for the project and the time involved have been explained to
me, and any questions | have about the project have been answered to my
satisfaction.

| consent to:
O Participating in an interview
[ Having my information audio recorded

Data publication, regarding use and storage

This project seeks consent for the data provided to be used in any other projects in the

future.

To make reuse of the data possible it will be stored under Western Sydney University’s

Open Access Policy.

| understand that in relation to publication of the data:

[ my involvement and information gained during the study may be published. | understand

that information about me will be used and can potentially reveal my identity.

[ the researchers intend to make the non-identified data from this project available for

other research projects
[ the researchers intend to make the identifiable data from this project available for other

research projects
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[ | can withdraw from the study at any time without affecting my relationship with the
researcher/s, and any organisations involved, now or in the future.

Signed:

Name:

Date:

What if | have a complaint?
If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this research, you
may contact the Ethics Committee through Research Engagement, Development and

Innovation (REDI) on Tel +61 2 4736 0229 or email humanethics@westernsydney.edu.au.

Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully, and you will be

informed of the outcome.
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1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1.1 Abstract

Poetry in Action is an Australian touring theatre group that has worked for fifteen years
delivering intense, high-energy performance-based programs to schools around Australia
and beyond. Poetry in Action aims to evoke joy and wonder, bring poetry to life, inspire and
complement the work of teachers. In its emphasis on the vocal elements and musicality of
poetry, and on embodiment and physicality in poetic expression, Poetry in Action provides
more dynamic entry points to poetic language and form than students usually experience in
text-based study of poetry. This mixed method research evaluates the impact of PIA on
artists, teachers and students in the diverse secondary schools that PIA reaches. Report 2:
Schools draws on a national survey with teachers and interviews with PIA artists to explore
what schools value most and identify those factors that are barriers to delivery and quality
of impact. Clearer insights into PIA’s value to schools informs recommendations based on
how teachers currently incorporate PIA shows into teaching and learning in their schools
and how this might be strengthened to further increase and diversify the impact of PIA in

secondary schools.

1.2 HIGHLIGHTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

We present the following highlights and recommendations arising from the research,
especially in reference to the critical factors that impact on the success and replication of

the PIA model in diverse contexts and school settings.

Report 2: Schools details a range of ways in which PIA experiences influence teachers’

professional development and pedagogy in English and the arts and beyond.

Engagement with PIA visits to the schools and with PIA educational resources designed for
teachers have the capacity to expand teachers’ ways of delivering poetry lessons in their

classrooms, and enhance their own enjoyment and understanding of poetry. This is



particularly impactful for early career teachers, and for teachers who feel less comfortable
and confident in teaching poetry in the classroom. Teachers’ own dispositions towards
poetry have direct impact on the ways they teach poetry in their classrooms. What teachers
learn from PIA shows has an impact how they teach poetry, including extending discussions
about poetry in the classroom; introducing, reinforcing and consolidating learning of poetic
concepts; and presenting to teachers the importance of aural and performance aspects of

poetry.

Timing and availability of PIA shows are key criteria for teachers deciding which shows to
book for their school but the degree of curriculum alignment is of particular importance.
Curriculum alignment encompasses the poetic concepts and metalanguage of poetry that
students need to learn at particular year levels, and it also extends to a lesser extent to
particular poems and poets. PIA is currently more successful in reaching junior and middle

years of secondary school than in the senior years.

Our data documents PIA artists’ attention to the convergences between the PIA
performances and educational requirements. Whilst the PIA overarching strategy to focus
on the NSW curriculum has benefits (the current NSW syllabus does incorporate all of the
Australian Curriculum: English content descriptors), it is recommended that PIA also
expands its work to curriculum contexts outside NSW. National complexity in terms of
syllabus design suggests that such a differentiated and agile marketing strategy would be
required to pitch the performances to different state contexts in the senior years. Although
there are state differences in the junior years of secondary school, teachers have greater
choice in planning students’ learning, and it is likely to be easier to meet the needs of

schools.

In order to address the need for such diversification, it is worthwhile for PIA to connect with
the national organisation Australian Association of Teachers of English (AATE) to request the
review of their curriculum mapping, and/or to form a small education advisory group
comprising a teacher from each state. This would help PIA to understand how to best align

their program with state-specific contexts and curriculum requirements. The advisory group



would also support PIA with their timelines for marketing and communications with schools

in different states and sectors.

PIA also has reach into Drama classes in schools, however, much less is known about their
impact. Interest is more in the performance elements and theatricality of PIA shows, than in
the poetic texts. There may be scope for PIA to create a more direct pitch to Drama teachers

and students as supplements to the English-focused performances.

Although necessary during the Covid pandemic, digital versions of the PIA programs were
not as effective as live touring because of the detachment of performers from audiences.
Given the novelty, dynamism and richness of the embodied learning in live performances,
there seems to be a preference in schools for live performances over the digital offerings.
The niche of PIA will always be live performances, even though schools’ have abundant
access to very high-quality digital resources in general. Following from this, the ongoing
monitoring of the digital performance strategy is advisable, in terms of bookings and post
viewing evaluations. An education advisory group — as mentioned before — would be able to
provide continued advice on how digital offerings fit within the learning ecologies of

schools.

Whilst PIA’s Education Packs are highly valued in many schools, there is an ongoing
imperative to revise, modify and seek feedback from teacher users of the Education Packs
so that they can be tweaked to best fit the requirements of schools. We suggest that it is
more useful to think of the Educator packs as having the capacity to enhance and deepen
pedagogy in the classroom. Teachers will still be teaching about poetry and reading poetry
more extensively across a unit of work. No pack is a substitute for the teachers’ work, but a
skilful teacher will draw upon the resource within their teaching so that there is a seamless
transition between the PIA experience with the classroom experience. Related to this, it is
recommended that PIA follows up on the distribution of the Education Packs to make sure
that teachers always receive these prior to the performance they have selected for their
school. Furthermore, PIA might look at how familiar the artists are with those materials as
they go out on tour, so that there is a mutual teacher-artist understanding of how the

contents of the resources can complement the performance.



A further suggestion is that PIA offer live professional learning opportunities for teachers,
which could be arranged as an optional extension of touring programs within schools or
through English teacher professional associations as sessions at their annual conferences.
PIA should monitor interest and responses to the PL course to consider whether it is worth
seeking to reaccredit the course directly for NSW teachers, and what the context is for

teacher accreditation in other states.

RECOMMENDATIONS

CURRICULUM
EDUCATIONAL MAPPING
ADVISORY PIA refine curriculum
COMMITTEE mapping of shows and

teacher resources to account
for differences between
states.

PIA contact AATE and/ or
form an educational advisory
committee of teachers across
states. This group could

advise on curriculum TEACHER
mapping, review Educator
Packs, digital performance PROFESSIONAL
strategy and online PL for DEVELOPMENT

teachers. : :
PIA review online

professional learning and
investigate feasibility of
live professional learning,
either in schools as a
supplement to
performances or at
conferences for teachers.

DRAMA

PIA investigate how their
performances can meet needs
of Drama teachers and
students.

Figure 1: Recommendations: Teachers’ professional development and pedagogy

Our study has also detailed the diverse ways in which PIA add value to students’ learning,

enjoyment and understanding of poetry.

PIA performances are highly engaging and enjoyable for students, particularly those in the
junior and middle years of secondary schooling. Students tend to respond well to the
humour in some PIA shows, and to the poignancy of Words of War, which was the most

popular show booked by schools in this research. Students are generally enthusiastic



audiences for live performances and are often highly engaged in Q and A sessions following
performances. Students’ interest and engagement in Q and A sessions extends beyond
learning about poetry to the nature of performance and curiosity about careers in the arts
sector. However, teachers also noted that sometimes PIA actors could be better prepared

for Q and A sessions.

The high levels of interest that are triggered in performances carry back into their
classrooms and their subsequent learning about poetry. PIA offers different ways for
students to learn about and appreciate poetry than in their normal English classes. Their
teachers report that student learning is directly and significantly enhanced through the
experience of PIA performances. In particular, they deepen their understanding of poetry as
a spoken art. Poetic concepts, metalanguage and the technical aspects of poetry are
brought to life and made more accessible to students in PIA performances. PIA
performances also have the potential to further student appreciation of poetry as a form of
self-expression when they write their own poetry and submit it to the PIA poetry

competition.

For students away from urban centres or middle class schools, the capacity to deepen their
understanding and enjoyment is even greater than for those in urban centres or more
privileged locations. However in schools with less experience of performance, students may

find it difficult to keep up with the fast pace of PIA shows, especially in younger years.

Our analysis of the data suggests that PIA does have reach into schools across the spectrum
of socio-economic advantage and disadvantage. PIA’s commitment to expanding its
geographical footprint by touring the regions enables it to reach smaller schools. Forging
and sustaining relationships with smaller secondary schools across urban and regional
Australia is important and challenging for consolidating PIA’s reach and impact, particularly

as contact teachers may change more frequently in smaller schools.

Diversification of programs is recommended with regards to culture and language. For
instance, the representation of Indigenous students was relatively low in the schools

participating in the online teacher survey. However, in urban schools in our major cities and

10



across all school systems, some Indigenous students are likely to be present and inclusion of
Indigenous perspectives and contexts could be a focus for PIA. Linked to this, the surveys
and artist interviews showcased the participating schools’ linguistic and cultural diversity.
Whilst the responses to the national survey provide only limited insights into how PIA
programs are impacting in culturally and linguistically diverse school settings, it is
recommended that PIA builds on the linguistic and cultural diversity of contemporary
Australia more extensively in their development of new work. Students from diverse cultural
and linguistic backgrounds, including Indigenous students, would benefit from seeing this

diversity reflected in PIA scripts, performances and performers.

RECOMMENDATIONS

LIVE URBAN & REGIONAL
PERFORMANCES SCHOOLS

i;bt;li:l:)fﬁ?]r;dgz PIA forge and sustain
5 . relationships with smaller
touring highly engaging secondary schools in
live performances into —— regioﬂal

schools. ;
Australia.

YOUNGER
AUDIENCES

Consider moderating
pace of shows for
younger audiences.

DIVERSE
AUDIENCES

Prioritise cultural inclusion
to reflect diversity of
contemporary Australia,

Q&A SESSIONS particularly in developing

new work.

Prepare actors for breadth of issues that
might arise in Q and A sessions.

Figure 2: Recommendations: Students’ learning, enjoyment and understanding across a range of schools
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2 RESEARCH REPORT PART 2 - SCHOOLS

2.1 THE RESEARCH CONTEXT

Introduction

Poetry in Action (PIA) is a theatre in education (TIE) company that has worked with schools
around Australia for more than fifteen years, and apart from repeat bookings and anecdotal
reports, little is known about the impact of PIA on teaching and learning in the schools that
it has reached. In the arts industry, PIA provides employment to a range of artists, ranging
from new graduates from theatre courses to industry experts. The research aims to
investigate experiences, perceptions, and impacts of PIA in Australian schools and in the arts
industry. Report Part 1: Artists analysed the impact of PIA on artists and the arts industry.

This Report Part 2: Schools focuses on the impact of PIA on teaching and learning in schools.

PIA Background

Poetry in Action (PIA) has worked for more than fifteen years delivering intense, high-energy
tailored performance-based programs to schools in Australia and beyond. Figure 3 displays
the four key elements of the Poetry in Action model: Theatre, Education, Poetry and Arts
Industry. Pertaining to the theatre and education elements, PIA has performed for more
than 700,000 students and delivered more than 4000 live performances for schools in all
sectors, states, and regions. Programs are designed to fit into school timetables, to minimize
disruption while maximising impact, and are complemented by quality teaching resources to
guide classroom activities in order to extend students’ learning. Pertaining to the Poetry
element, PIA aims to evoke joy and wonder, bring poetry to life, inspire, and complement
the work of teachers. In its emphasis on the vocal elements and musicality of poetry, and on
embodiment and physicality in poetic expression, Poetry in Action provides more dynamic
and embodied entry points to poetic language and form than school students usually

experience in text-based study of poetry.
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Figure 3: Poetry in Action model

PIA offers four distinct touring programs designed for secondary schools and pitched at
student audiences across different year levels. Currently (2022) these are: Unlocking the
Poetry Code (Years 7-8), Power of Poetry (Years 8-10), Words of War (Years 9-12), and Fact
vs Fiction (Years 10-12). Programs change from year to year. While live shows are the
backbone of Poetry in Action, closures of schools and borders during the pandemic
prompted the development of an equivalent set of digital productions that a