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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is threefold: first, to explore the use of
theater as a strategy for the welfare of street children; secondly, it attempts to
evaluate a project and; thirdly, it examines the efficacy of theater as a vehicle
for personal and, consequently, for social change. This study, thus, describes
a theatrical intervention aimed as a creative strategy to help in the
rehabilitation and recovery of street children. In addition, it explored in a sense
how the children were empowered through their participation, which is a
process of performance, as well as a way through which their cause will be
promoted.

The case of the study is an organization named Stairway Foundation
Inc. (SFI), a center for street children based in Puerto Galera, Oriental
Mindoro, in the Philippines. Its program features the use of theater/performing
arts as the strategy for the rehabilitation of the street children. In particular,
this study focused on “Goldtooth,” a musical about street children performed
by street children. The work began in 1997, where children were freshly
‘recruited’ from the streets or referred by other childcare canters, auditioned
and trained and became the ‘stars’ of the musical. The process of theater in
the making of “Goldtooth” became the framework in the attempt of SFi to help,
motivate and transform the lives of street children.

Varied methodologies were employed in this mainly qualitative study:
participant observation, in-depth and informal interviews, ‘theater talks,’
journals and document analysis. In this ethnographic account, the children’s

voices were heard as they shared the experience in assessing a project of



which they were the beneficiaries. The stories of the seventeen respondents
in the study, in their journey from the street to the stage are living testimonies
of embodied and enacted lives.

The study reveals and confirms once more previous studies on the
vulnerability of children and youth to abuse and neglect, some experience that
most street children and youth face in their everyday realities. These are the
recurrent themes of disempowerment: poverty, family neglect, drug use, and
others. In assessing the theatrical intervention they were a part of, the
children and youth attest to the empowerment of theater that allows them to
‘retell’ their stories and ‘re-live’ their lives on the streets and in the process
they were able to identify issues that impeded their development, to bring out
internal conflict, to increase awareness of their capabilities, and to achieve a
sense of well-being and a recognition of their self-worth. The children and
youth participants indicate that the performance of their lived experiences in
the streets through the “Goldtooth” musical was an empowering event as they
helped create, shape and ‘audience’ their own stories. Theater as a
communicative strategy allowed experiments with positive roles in a
supportive environment where the children and youth received
acknowledgment for their talents, learned communication skills, and
experienced a sense of accomplishment and purpose.

Over the length of this project, some of the street children respondents
claim to have recovered from potentially destructive behaviors such as drug
addiction and tendency for violence. Through their participation in the theater
process, they were placed in a productive environment that helped break the

destructive ties to the streets and allowed positive values of trust and respect

il



to be nurtured as well as developed their abilities. The process also helped in
building a trajectory for the children’s lives with a positive sense of a future.
The fact that many of the respondents have gone back to school or have
gotten their own jobs seems to be an indication of this success.

This study provides interesting implications for the use of theatrical or
drama techniques as communicative strategies for empowerment of children
and youth at risk. The findings of this study indicate that the use of theater
enhanced the children’s ability to express themselves, thus, providing them
the confidence to overcome communication barriers with the more privileged
group of society which normally does not give street children due attention.
Most of all, it allows them to have a space to communicate, to dialogue with
the privileged and the people in the center, providing the children a ‘new’
space to negotiate their position in the society.

For the audience(s), it certainly increased their awareness of the plight
of the street children and enabled them to think and reflect on the problem. As
a site of exchange, performance became the key to understanding the “other.”
This increased awareness and understanding hopefully will lead to concrete
actions in support of the cause of street children. For the street children
viewers, the play invokes a sense of reflection and critical awareness of their
problem that enabled them to see that there is a future beyond the streets.

While this study highlights the potential of theatrical intervention in
welfare work, it also points to the need for diversity of strategies. The
complexity of welfare work requires multi-varied approaches, which are
designed based on the nuances of the needs of children. Better matching of

problems with the services is crucial in insuring better outcomes. It is hoped

il



that more projects and programs will be viable and workable that will allow
genuine and culturally sensitive participation of the disadvantaged children
and youth.

Many intervention programs do need to be evaluated to find out what
they have accomplished. This paper shows that it is possible to assess
creative strategies employed by welfare institutions though it requires more
refining of the instruments.

In the future, more collaboration of scholars in different disciplines is

needed to conduct further studies on this very rich research field.
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