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Tuesday 11am Room: Oxford ii

Community Education: 

shared learning and further conversations 

Forum Theatre

Forum theatre is an effective learning tool to facilitate a discussion on legal topics. As most of us learn from actively engaging with an issue, forum theatre provides an accessible and fascinating vehicle for

audience participation. 

When the human face of our legal work may be lost in the process, “Monologues” can remind all of us that those we work with are more than a statistic in the system. Lajos Hamers, performer, will help provide that human face and voice to the stories of those who, too often feel voiceless.

Learning through performance

Forum theatre is an effective learning tool used by the Illawarra Legal

Centre Inc to facilitate a discussion on legal topics such as tenants

rights and responsibilities, discrimination, unlawful dismissal, and

credit and debt.

As most of us learn from actively engaging with an issue, forum

theatre provides an accessible and fascinating vehicle for

audience participation. 

After the actors performed the mini plays the performance is then repeated and the audience are invited to stop the action and make comments, suggestions or ask questions. 

This participatory style opens up discussion, invites questions,

explores possible solutions and the actors and audience benefit from the shared experiences of everyone in the room. 

Giving your audience permission to be part of a theatrical performance is exciting for the performers and audience and no one is sure where the story will go. In fact, it may double back and go down a different path altogether. 

Particularly for audience members who may have recently arrived in Australia or cultural groups with a strong tradition of oral story telling, forum theatre is a valuable way to start a discussion and make links.

Exploring complex legal issues through public discussion inspired by

forum theatre can leave a greater impression than traditional ways of

presenting information, say in a classroom or lecture presentation. 

Forum theatre is particularly useful when the participants are presented with an obstacle to overcome, perhaps a landlord who fails to comply with their legal obligations. The group can canvas a range of strategies for a tenant who struggles with the antics of a wayward landlord. This can often be a humorous element of the performance with fanciful ideas getting a nod of approval until other audience members point out the problems associated with such strategies. 

Ultimately forum theatre is about putting the audience at the centre

of the theatre and blurring the lines between performers and audience. It’s about public discussion and creating community links. 

Tenancy Forum Theatre for members of recently arrived African communities

This story is true even if the characters are actors.

Nelson looked bewildered when he received a letter from his real estate agent. He and his wife Anna thought the landlord was coming to evict them. Their stove was broken and they thought they had to pay to have it repaired. They had so many things to worry about.

A kind neighbour called Maria told Anna and Nelson that the inspection by the landlord or real estate agent is a common occurrence for all tenants.  “Don’t worry everything will be fine”, she said. She also reminded the couple, who had only recently arrived in Australia, that they had the right to have their stove repaired.

Anna, Nelson and their neighbour Maria are not real people. They are actors performing forum theatre about renting and your rights and responsibilities as a tenant. However the story is real. In fact this story is true for many tenants and most importantly there is somewhere to go for assistance.

The audience watching the tenancy play were mostly recent arrivals to Australian from various African nations where the languages include Kirundi (Burundi language), Liberian Pidgin English, Dinka, French, Arabic, Swahili, Krio, and Mandingo.

At one point in the performance Nelson proposed that they would not pay the rent until the landlord fixed the stove. 

Well the audience knew better and shouted out to Nelson that this was not the right way to go about things. Looking a bit sheepish, “Anna said we should do this”, he exclaimed. Much laughter from a disbelieving audience let Nelson know he could not shift the blame for a bad idea onto his wife Anna. 

“No we should contact the Tenants Service to find out what to do”, was the preferable conclusion of both Nelson and Anna. 

The last scene of the performance is a crucial one for the audience. The actors show how a visit to the Tenants Service is able to organise for the stove to be fixed quickly. Better than that, it gives the tenants a place to go to get tenancy advice and information when they need it. 

During the “playback” part of the performance where the actors perform a scene and stop to check if the audience have suggestions or questions, the audience came up with many tenancy problems that we could talk about.

“What do you do if your landlord won’t come and fix the things that need repairing”?

Nods around the room showed this was a common problem.

The tenant’s advocate outlined possible actions reinforcing the need for tenants to seek assistance as quickly as possible by contacting the Tenants Service.

The room warmed up then with questions about necessary repairs of every description, what do you do if children accidentally damage the house or what can you do if your landlord wants to evict you because you ask for necessary repairs.

The tenancy talk continued over a lovely lunch and the actors had time out to ponder how they could incorporate a range of new ideas into their next forum theatre on tenant’s rights!

A short film of forum theatre performance will be shown at the CLE conference session. 

Monologues

When the human face of our legal work may be lost in the process, “Monologues” can remind all of us that those we work with are more than a statistic in the system. Lajos Hamers, performer, will help provide that human face and voice to the stories of those who too often feel voiceless.
The intention behind the monologues was to let people know what we did in our jobs in a way that was a little easier to relate to or have empathy with. I wrote the monologues with around 3 or 4 pieces of information about their legal situation, but it is the detail of any person’s life that reminds us that they have needs, rights and entitlements.

By giving a human face or place or relationships to those who seek our assistance it serves to remind us all that people are not a statistic in a system. 

The detail of people’s lives is what makes their situation real, understandable and in a context that most of us know in some way or another.

Think of the liberal parliamentarians who, once faced with the human presence of asylum seekers, Mahomad, Fatima, Hussein, instead of number 67, 83 or number 54 from the detention centre, the myths, misinformation and misconceptions fell away and they became their advocates for the human rights of these and other refugees.

In my role as the coordinator of the Children’s Court Assistance Scheme (CCAS) I hear the stories of young peoples lives and see the impact of poor judgements, misplaced anger and immaturity etched on their faces. Often more deeply etched on their parents and guardian’s faces.

Meet Leo.

The Illawarra Legal Centre Welfare Rights worker upon announcing her role at public forums, regularly gets strenuous nods acknowledging the need for a specialist worker in the area of Centrelink issues. Heres why.

Meet a young man and his Nan.

Our generalist solicitors work in the area of victims’ compensation and of course, they hear the stories of those who desperately need an advocate.

Meet a young man whose life of colour faded to monochrome.
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