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Extern Northern Ireland (Lead) in partnership with Extern Ireland and The
MAC Belfast

FUNDING PROGRAMME:

Creative Youth on a Shared Island - Creative Ireland Programme
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August 2024 - December 2025
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Creative Youth on a Shared Island was a cross-border,

issue-based theatre project delivered by Extern Northern
Ireland in partnership with Extern Ireland and The MAC
Belfast between August 2024 and December 2025.
Grounded in Theatre of the Oppressed and trauma-
informed practice, the project placed young people's
lived experience, voice and agency at the centre of a
shared creative process, culminating in high-quality
public performances and significant personal, social and

systemic outcomes.

Across the lifespan of the project, 32 young people
engaged, with 25 achieving meaningful and sustained
participation and 16 forming a committed core ensemble
who co-created and performed the final production ‘Still
We Weave'. Participants included young people aged 14-
22 from both Northern lreland and the Republic of
Ireland, many of whom were navigating complex
challenges including homelessness, substance use,
school refusal, family breakdown and poor mental health.
The project responded to these realities with consistency,
care and flexibility, ensuring safety, dignity and access

remained central throughout delivery.

The creative outputs exceeded original expectations. The
project delivered two sold-out performances at The MAC,
Belfast, followed by a touring performance at Droichead
Arts Centre in the Republic of Ireland, accompanied by
an art exhibition. Additional outputs included a 40-minute
original script, three professionally recorded music tracks
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a professionally designed programme, and a distinctive
visual identity shaped through a participant-led digital
mood board. These achievements demonstrate the
artistic excellence possible when young people are
trusted, supported and resourced as co-creators.

Evaluation was embedded continuously throughout
the programme through daily opening and closing
circles, facilitated reflection, creative evaluation tools
and direct participant feedback. While the final
evaluation residential and completion of Teen
Outcomes Star measures are scheduled for January
2026 to allow time for reflection and retrospective
insight, substantial qualitative and observational
evidence already demonstrates significant positive
change across all outcome areas. These include
improved wellbeing, staff observed reduced use of
substances, increased feelings of safety and belonging,
positive behavioural change, re-engagement with
education, strengthened relationships with family and
key adults, and greater hope and confidence for the

future.
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Importantly, the project also demonstrated exceptional
the
programme, four young people were supported through
further

support to address substance use, and one participant

responsiveness to participant welfare. During

homelessness, one participant engaged in
was supported through a serious physical health crisis,
with staff providing practical, emotional and advocacy-
based support. These interventions, while unplanned,
reflect the project's deeply trauma-informed, relational
ethos and its capacity to meet young people where they
are.

Audience engagement and public impact were equally
strong. Post-performance Q&A sessions, evaluations and
unsolicited correspondence evidenced meaningful
audience reflection, increased awareness of core issues
and sustained dialogue beyond the performance space.
The work challenged dominant narratives around young
people, marginalisation and the criminal justice system,
aligning strongly with the aims of the Creative Youth on a
Shared Island initiative.

Overall, this project stands as a robust, evidence-
informed and highly effective model of creative youth
engagement. |t demonstrates that Theatre of the
Oppressed, when delivered with skill, care and adequate
time, can generate profound artistic, personal and social
impact. The outcomes achieved strongly support the
case for continuation, scaling and further investment in
cross-border, trauma-informed creative programmes for

young people with complex needs.

Funder Assurance Statement

This evaluation provides clear assurance that Creative
Youth on a Shared Island — Theatre of the Oppressed
Project delivered against its agreed objectives while also
responding flexibly and responsibly to participant needs.
The project achieved high-quality creative outputs,

demonstrated strong safeguarding and governance,
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and

embedded
generated measurable and meaningful outcomes for

evaluation throughout delivery,
young people and wider audiences.

The decision to schedule the final evaluation
residential and completion of Teen Outcomes Star
measures in January 2026 reflects best practice rather
than delay, prioritising depth, reflection and participant
voice over procedural haste. Interim evaluation
evidence already confirms strong impact, with final
measures expected to further consolidate and
evidence the outcomes achieved.

The project not only met expectations—it exceeded
them. It offers a compelling, transferable model for
future Creative Youth and Shared Island initiatives and
provides strong justification for continued support and

development of this work.

Cheryl O'Dwyer
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The purpose of this evaluation is to assess the effectiveness, impact, and quality of
delivery of the Creative Youth on a Shared Island project, as outlined in the Service
Level Agreement dated 25 July 2024. The evaluation examines the extent to which
agreed outputs and outcomes were achieved and identifies learning to inform future
Creative Ireland and Shared Island initiatives.

EVALUATION OBJECTIVES:

o Assess delivery against agreed outputs (Section 4 of the SLA)
Measure progress and change against agreed outcomes (Section 5 of the SLA)
Capture the experiences and voices of participating young people

Examine the effectiveness of Theatre of the Oppressed as a methodology
Identify strengths, challenges, and areas for improvement

Provide evidence of impact for accountability, learning, and reporting purposes
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PROJECT RATIONALE AND BACKGROUND

The Creative Youth Project was inspired by the writings of Patricia Farren, which recount the
true story of brothers Charlie and Sean Conlon. This criminal justice memoir offers a
powerful insight into the human story behind imprisonment, highlighting how early life
experiences, trauma and social context can shape a person’s identity, worldview and
relationship with systems of authority.

In line with the Creative Youth Plan 2023-2027,
which recognises creativity as a key contributor
to young people’s wellbeing, voice and agency,
the project placed lived experience at the
centre of its creative approach. It provided a
safe and supportive space for young people
who are often marginalised and
underrepresented to explore and articulate
their own stories through theatre.

By amplifying the voices of young people who
refuse to be defined by their past, their
upbringing or their mistakes, the project sought
to challenge dominant narratives within the
criminal justice system and wider society. In
doing so, it contributed to the Creative Ireland
Programme’s vision of creativity as a catalyst for
individual wellbeing, community connection

and positive social change across the island of
Ireland.
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The project also directly delivered on the aims of the Creative Youth on a Shared Island initiative
by bringing together young people from across the island of Ireland in a shared, cross-border
creative process. Through collaboration and the use of Theatre of the Oppressed methodology,
participants were supported to challenge assumptions, build empathy and develop understanding
across communities and traditions.

The project uses Theatre of the Oppressed as its core creative methodology. Developed by
theatre practitioner Augusto Boal, Theatre of the Oppressed is a participatory, socially engaged
theatre practice that supports individuals and groups to explore lived experience, power dynamics
and social issues through creative means.

Young people are actively involved as co-creators rather than passive participants. Drawing on
their own experiences, they work together to develop scenes that reflect real-life situations,
challenges and moments of conflict relevant to their lives. The process creates a safe and
supportive space for expression, reflection and dialogue.

The methodology encourages participants to explore different perspectives and consider
alternative responses to challenging situations. Through techniques such as image theatre, role-
play and forum theatre, young people are supported to rehearse new strategies for
communication, problem-solving and conflict diffusion in a non-judgemental environment.

Within the project, Theatre of the Oppressed supports confidence-building, empathy and
emotional literacy, while also enabling young people to develop a collective narrative that is
shaped into a script and live performance. The final production provides an opportunity to share
these stories with wider audiences, provoke discussion and promote understanding, in line with
the aims of the Creative Youth on a Shared Island programme.

The project culminated in three live theatrical performances complemented by an art exhibition
marking a significant moment of public engagement and shared learning. The first two
performances took place at The MAC, Belfast, followed by a touring performance at Droichead Arts
Centre in the Republic of Ireland. Bringing together participants from Extern Northern Ireland and
Extern Ireland, the productions showcased the young people’s collective stories, insights and
creative development. Presented to public audiences North and South, the performances created
a powerful platform for young people to challenge perceptions, humanise lived experience and
stimulate meaningful dialogue around the issues explored throughout the project, reinforcing the
Shared Island ethos of connection, understanding and collaboration.

Youth Programme
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EVALUATION SECTIONS
1DELIVERY AND OUTPUTS
2 OUTCOMES AND IMPACT

3 METHODOLOGY
4 PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

S LEARNING AND SUSTAINABILITY

DELIVERY AND OUTPUTS

Both Parties agree the following outputs by the Grantee outlined below:

e To host a launch event after the official press release on 29 July 2024
e [0 engage with 20 young people (10 young people from ROl and 10 young people from NI)
e To deliver relationship building residentials / day sessions
e To deliver shared lived experience residentials / day sessions
e To Deliver ‘Telling the story’ sessions
e To host two productions in The MAC in November 25, (original dates from SLA were not
available in the venue.)
e To host a final residential / day session with the 20 young people to capture evaluation
findings
DELIVERY
To host a launch event after the official press release on 29 July 2024
As agreed with the funder, Creative Ireland, recruitment for the programme was supported
through a soft press approach that reflected the nature of the participant group and the values
of the project. This approach ensured that the dignity, safety and agency of young people
remained central throughout the process and that recruitment was carried out in a trauma-
informed manner. Working through trusted partner organisations and existing relationships
supported appropriate engagement with participants while fulfilling the agreed outqorpe set out
in the SLA. (Appendix a) . 14 :
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DELIVERY AND OUTPUTS
[0 engage with 20 young people (10 young people from ROl and 10 young people fro .

The final cohort reflected a higher participation from the North (14 young people) than the
South (3 young people). This imbalance was largely influenced by the structure of the referral
pathways and the location of the project coordinator, who was based in the North and therefore
had more direct access to established networks. In the South, referrals required a multi-layered
process, with information passing from directors to programme managers, project managers and
then to key workers, which limited direct engagement with young people and reduced
opportunities for the full potential of the project to be clearly conveyed. This contributed to a
lower intake from the South and, in turn, influenced the age profile of participants, with the core
group being closer to 1/ years old rather than the early twenties as originally anticipated during
planning. Learning from this, future cross-border programmes would benefit from earlier, more
direct engagement within southern partner organisations, including the involvement of a locally
based coordinator to support clearer pathways, stronger relationships and more balanced
participation.

To deliver relationship building residentials / day sessions

To deliver shared lived experience residentials / day sessions

To Deliver ‘Telling the story’ sessions

T'o host two productions in The MAC in November 25, (original dates from SLA were not available
in the venue.)

Participate in training sessions provided by Creative Ireland Programme

Engagement with young people evolved over the course of the project, reflecting the
complexity of the cohort and the realities of working with young people with multiple and
complex needs. In total, 32 young people participated in project sessions at various stages, 25
attended more than session and 16 young people engaging consistently in the creative process
and contributing directly to the development and performance of the final production. In
addition, a small number of young people chose not to perform but gave permission for
elements of their stories to be incorporated into the final work.

An additional group of young people were initially identified for participation but were unable to
engage or sustain involvement due to factors including immigration status, competing personal
commitments, loss of interest, or anxiety about joining a new group. These factors were managed
in line with a trauma-informed and youth-centred approach, ensuring that participation
remained voluntary, appropriate and safe.
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DELIVERY AND OUTPUTS

All training requirements as set out in the Service Level Agreement (SLA) were completed in full
and in accordance with the agreed timelines. Training provision met the compliance standards
required by the funder and supported the delivery of the programme in line with agreed
safeguarding, governance and quality assurance expectations.

Were activities delivered on time, safely, and to an appropriate standard?

All but one programme activity, end of project evaluation residential was delivered within the
agreed timeframes and to a consistently high standard, directly supporting the aims of the
Creative Youth strand. The programme provided meaningful, high-quality creative engagement,
with young people’s voices, lived experiences and agency placed at the centre of delivery.
Strong planning, skilled facilitation and a responsive, youth-led approach ensured positive
creative experiences throughout, contributing to outcomes that align closely with Creative
Ireland’s commitment to access, participation and the creative development of young people.

Evaluation was embedded as a continuous and integral part of the programme, rather than
limited to a single end-point. Daily opening and closing circles, regular reflective check-ins,
facilitated group discussions and direct questions to participants were used throughout the
process to capture ongoing feedback relating to engagement, learning, confidence and
personal impact. This approach ensured that participant perspectives informed delivery in real
time and supported a reflective, trauma-informed environment. The evaluation residential with
the young people is scheduled for January 2026 and has been intentionally designed to take
place following a period of distance from the performance phase, allowing for deeper reflection
and more considered evaluation.

While the Teen STAR outcome measures will be formally completed during this residential, the
insights gathered to date demonstrate strong engagement and impact, and the final measures
will further consolidate participant voices and lived experiences within the overall evaluation
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OUTCOMES AND IMPACT FOR
YOUNG PEOPLE

Across the evaluation feedback, young
people consistently describe the project as a
turning point in their wellbeing, identity and
relationships. A strong theme is that the
programme functioned as a psychologically
safe space where participants felt accepted
“as they are”, enabling them to take creative
and social risks, build trust and develop a
sense of belonging. Many describe the group
as a “family”, and several link this directly to
improved mental health, reduced isolation,
and increased motivation to engage with
daily life (e.g., getting out of bed, leaving the
house, travelling independently, returning to
routines). The public performance milestone
strengthened this impact by providing a
shared goal, a sense of achievement and
social recognition, which young people

describe as “healthy”, confidence-building

and future-facing.
What changes occurred in young people in relation to the SLA agreed outcomes:

1) Changes in perceptions

2) New strategies in dealing with challenging situations

3) Provision of skills in the diffusion of conflict situations

4) Increased confidence and hope for the future

Changes in perceptions

Young people report clear shifts in how they view themselves, other people, and the world around
them. Several describe moving from cynicism, shame or self-judgement to self-acceptance, self-
worth and pride (“I'm not defined by my trauma”; “I've learned to love myself”; “I feel like myself
again”). Perceptions of others also changed: participants describe becoming less judgemental, more
curious and more empathetic—recognising that people may be struggling beneath the surface and
that different opinions can coexist respectfully. Importantly, participants also describe a shift from
feeling unheard to feeling listened to, which strengthened their willingness to speak, participate and
consider other perspectives.
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OUTCOMES AND IMPACT FOR
YOUNG PEOPLE

New strategies in dealing with challenging situations &
Provision of skills in the diffusion of conflict situations

Participants describe concrete changes in how they handle
conflict. Common shifts include: pausing before reacting,
listening to all sides, communicating feelings more clearly, and
resolving disagreements without escalation or relationship
breakdown. Young people report learning to “survey a
situation”, understand underlying reasons behind behaviour,
and move through arguments calmly without “marking people
as enemies”, holding grudges, or withdrawing into harmful
coping patterns. The ensemble nature of the work—combined
with Theatre of the Oppressed techniques that invite
reflection, re-playing situations and perspective-taking—
appears to have strengthened emotional regulation,
accountability and respectful dialogue.

Increased confidence and hope for the future

Confidence gains are one of the strongest and most
consistent outcomes. Young people describe moving from
high anxiety and avoidance (fear of being seen, fear of the
stage, fear of leaving the house) to increased social
confidence, comfort in their identity, and pride in being visible.
Many explicitly link this to feeling safe, supported and
accepted by peers and staff. Hope also increased: participants
describe believing they have talent, feeling capable of
pursuing goals, and being more open to opportunities. Several
report clearer future aspirations—particularly in drama, acting,
music and creative work—and a stronger belief that these
aspirations are valid and achievable.
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OUTCOMES AND IMPACT FOR
YOUNG PEOPLE

Coping, resilience and problem-solving strategies
Feedback indicates that young people developed healthier
coping strategies and greater resilience. The project provided
routine, purpose and a positive focus (“something to look
forward t0”), which supported mood, motivation and self-care.
Participants describe learning that it is “okay to not be okay”,
that vulnerability is safe, and that talking through emotions
helps. Practical problem-solving is evident in their language
about thinking before acting, making fewer rash decisions,
owning mistakes, reaching out for support, and persisting
through setbacks rather than being “knocked down” by them.
Peer support emerged as a major protective factor: many
describe knowing who they can turn to, feeling less alone, and
being able to manage difficult moments because the group
connection remains.

Effectiveness in supporting personal and social
development

Overall, the project was highly effective in supporting both
personal and social development. Personally, young people
describe improved wellbeing, self-confidence, identity
development, emotional literacy and agency. Socially, they
report stronger communication skills, deeper empathy, greater
openness to difference, and sustained friendships that extend
beyond the programme. The creative process also
strengthened civic and relational development: participants
learned to express opinions, contribute ideas, respect others’
experiences, and collaborate towards a shared goal. The
combination of trauma-informed facilitation, consistent
relational safety, and high-quality creative challenge
(culminating in performance) created conditions where young
people could rehearse new ways of being—then experience

those changes as real, durable and transferable into daily life.
AR (Young people’s evaluations appendix B)
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METHODOLOGY

How effective was Theatre of the Oppressed in engaging young people with
complex needs?

The Theatre of the Oppressed methodology was demonstrably effective in engaging
young people with complex needs. Evidence from session observations, attendance
patterns and participant feedback indicates that the participatory and non-hierarchical
nature of the approach supported sustained engagement over time. Young people who
initially presented as hesitant or disengaged increasingly took active roles within exercises
and creative decision-making. The use of embodied, image-based and scenario-led
techniques reduced reliance on verbal articulation alone, which proved particularly
effective for participants who experience barriers to traditional discussion-based or
educational settings. The consistency of attendance and progression from exploratory
workshops to performance-based outcomes suggests that participants experienced the
process as accessible, relevant and meaningful.

Did the creative process support empathy, reflection, and
dialogue?
The creative process provided clear opportunities for the

development of empathy, reflection and dialogue. Through
structured Theatre of the Oppressed techniques, including image
theatre and forum-style interventions, participants were
supported to explore multiple perspectives, power relationships
and the consequences of different choices. Facilitator
observations and group discussions indicate increased reflective
capacity, with participants demonstrating greater willingness to
consider alternative viewpoints and articulate emotional and
social impacts. Peer-to-peer dialogue became more nuanced
over the course of the project, with young people showing
increased confidence in expressing opinions, listening
respectfully and responding to others' experiences. Collectively,
this evidence suggests that the creative process functioned as an
effective reflective and dialogic tool, supporting both individual
insight and group cohesion.
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PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

Audience Engagement and Reach

Audience feedback indicates the performances achieved very high levels of engagement and
endorsement from those who attended. 104 feedback forms were returned, with audience
enjoyment ratings overwhelmingly at the top end of the scale (the vast majority recorded 10/10,
with additional responses rating 2/10 and above). Recommendation intent was also exceptionally
strong: audiences indicated they would recommend the production to schools (101), youth
groups (99), friends (?3) and colleagues (89), showing that the work resonated across both
public and professional audiences and was viewed as relevant for young people, educators, and
services. (Audience refection Appendix c)

In terms of dissemination and appetite for further reach, responses repeatedly called for the
production to be shared more widely through touring, school and youth-group performances,
professional training settings (social work, youth work, health), conferences, and
broadcast/recorded formats (TV/online). This demonstrates not only strong engagement in the
room, but a clear perception that the production has ongoing value as an educational and
practice resource beyond a one-off event.

Discussion, awareness and wider impact

The feedback provides clear evidence that the production provoked discussion
and increased awareness of core issues (including youth mental health, addiction,
trauma, stigma and systemic barriers). Audience comments describe the work as
“powerful”, “thought provoking”, “hard hitting”, “humbling”, and “life changing”, and

repeatedly highlight the importance of hearing “real stories told by young people”

to challenge stereotypes and shift assumptions.
Crucially, audiences did not frame the piece as solely emotive; they framed it as a call to action.
Many comments explicitly urged that the work “must be seen by decision makers”,
commissioners and politicians, with multiple references to Stormont, government departments,
and “the system” needing to listen. The longer written feedback echoes this: audience members
proposed structured use of the recorded performance in staff training, school/youth settings,
Tusla/professional contexts and conferences, alongside guided questions or workshops to
deepen dialogue. This shows the work functioned as a catalyst for sustained reflection and
practical conversations about how services, education and policy should respond to young
people’s lived realities.
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PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

Overall summary

Taken together, the evidence strongly suggests the performances and dissemination activity
achieved significant public and professional engagement, generated high satisfaction and
strong advocacy for wider reach, and successfully provoked dialogue and awareness of the core
issues—while also creating momentum for the work to influence practice, training and decision-
making beyond the performance space.

Audience Engagement and Reach

The performances and associated activities engaged wider audiences to a significant extent.
Audience responses observed during performances, alongside levels of participation in post-
show discussions, indicate a high degree of emotional and intellectual engagement. The post-
performance Q&A sessions provided clear evidence that audiences were not only attentive but
actively invested in the themes presented, with questions and reflections demonstrating
thoughtful consideration of the issues explored within the work. Engagement extended beyond
the live events, with project leaders receiving follow-up emails, text messages and written
feedback that further evidences sustained audience interest and impact.

Wider Discussion and Awareness

The project successfully provoked wider discussion and increased awareness of the core issues
explored. Audience contributions during Q&A sessions consistently reflected deeper
understanding, empathy and critical reflection, suggesting that the performances functioned as
effective catalysts for dialogue. This was reinforced by post-performance evaluations and
unsolicited correspondence, in which audience members articulated how the work challenged
preconceptions, prompted personal reflection and encouraged ongoing conversations beyond
the performance space. Collectively, this qualitative evidence demonstrates that the project
achieved its aim of extending impact beyond participants, fostering broader awareness and

meaningful discussion among diverse audiences.
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LEARNING AND SUSTAINABILITY

What worked well and why?

Theatre, Theatre of the Oppressed and allied arts practices offer a powerful, trauma-informed
response to Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) by directly addressing the relational,
emotional and social impacts of early adversity. These forms place lived experience at the
centre of the creative process, allowing young people to externalise difficult experiences
through story, image, sound and movement rather than verbal disclosure alone. By
embodying experiences safely through character and metaphor, participants can explore
complex emotions, regain a sense of control over their narrative, and begin to separate their
identity from past trauma. This process supports emotional regulation, reduces feelings of
shame or isolation, and helps counter the internalised beliefs often associated with ACEs.
Theatre of the Oppressed actively challenges powerlessness, a core feature of many ACEs, by
positioning young people not as passive recipients of care but as agents of change.
Techniques such as forum theatre invite participants to rehearse alternative choices,
responses and outcomes, strengthening problem-solving skills, resilience and self-efficacy.
Working collectively builds empathy, trust and social connection—key protective factors that
buffer the long-term effects of ACEs—while increasing awareness of how emotions, stress
and trauma can influence behaviour. Together, theatre and allied arts cultivate a sense of
belonging, shared understanding and hope, reinforcing strengths and protective relationships
that support long-term wellbeing and more positive life trajectories.

Another key strength of the project was the responsive and flexible nature of the sessions
and rehearsals. Rather than adhering rigidly to pre-set plans, the team consistently met young
people where they were emotionally and socially on the day, prioritising safety, trust and
being heard over artistic output. This approach reinforced a trauma-informed ethos,
communicating to participants that their wellbeing mattered more than performance
deadlines and that their experiences and emotions were valid and worthy of attention.

This responsiveness also created meaningful learning opportunities. For example, pausing a
technical rehearsal for four hours to address a conflict between cast members allowed the
group to reflect collectively on the impact of anger, reactive language and thoughtless
communication, including messages sent in the heat of the moment. By slowing the process
and addressing the issue in real time, young people were supported to practise conflict
resolution, accountability and empathy, while recognising the consequences of their words
and actions on others. These moments strengthened emotional awareness, social skills and
group cohesion, contributing to a safer, more respectful creative environment.
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LEARNING AND SUSTAINABILITY

This trauma-informed and responsive approach was further evidenced when one participant
shared that they had never experienced sitting down to a meal, a disclosure that was echoed
by several others in the group. Recognising the significance of this moment, the project
adapted immediately to address an unmet but fundamental need for care, routine and
connection. In response, time was intentionally built into every session and rehearsal for the
group to share a meal together.

This simple but meaningful intervention created a sense of safety, consistency and belonging,
reinforcing positive social rituals that many participants had not previously experienced.
Eating together supported relationship-building, informal peer connection and emotional
regulation, while modelling healthy group dynamics and mutual respect. By responding
directly to what young people disclosed in the room, the project strengthened trust and
demonstrated that participants’ lived experiences actively shaped the process, further
embedding care, dignity and wellbeing at the heart of the work.

Another aspect that worked particularly well was the involvement of industry professionals
throughout the project. The full creative and production team brought not only high levels of
skill and experience, but also care, consistency and respect for the young people and their
stories. The relationship with the MAC was especially significant; the space became a place of
belonging, where participants felt genuinely welcomed and valued. For many, the MAC came
to be experienced as a second home, reinforcing a sense of legitimacy, pride and ownership
within a professional arts environment.

The professionalism and generosity of the creative and production team elevated both the
standard and ambition of the work. Young people were supported to create high-quality
material in the first instance, which was then fully realised in partnership with industry
professionals, ensuring their voices were honoured without compromise. This collaborative
process validated participants as artists in their own right and resulted in a powerful and
carefully crafted theatrical piece—one that reflects the depth of the young people’s lived
experience and is a source of immense pride for all involved.
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LEARNING AND SUSTAINABILITY

Another positive element of the project was the accompanying art exhibition, which ran
alongside the performance. This provided an important platform for participants whose work
did not translate directly into the live production, ensuring that their creative contributions
were still seen, valued and celebrated. By offering multiple modes of expression, the
exhibition reinforced the project’s inclusive ethos and recognised that young people
communicate their experiences in different ways.

The exhibition also enriched the audience experience by introducing key themes, ideas and
issues in advance of the performance. This created a reflective entry point for audiences,
encouraging empathy and deeper understanding before encountering the live work. In doing
so, the exhibition extended the impact of the project beyond the stage, honouring the
breadth of the young people’s voices and strengthening the overall artistic and social
resonance of the work.

The time, care and intentional energy invested in nurturing and maintaining a safe, respectful
atmosphere within sessions and rehearsals was another significant strength of the project.
Creating this environment required consistency, clear boundaries and a shared commitment
to trust, allowing young people to feel emotionally and physically safe enough to take creative
risks and engage honestly with the work.

This carefully cultivated space supported openness, mutual respect and collaboration,
enabling participants to express themselves without fear of judgement. As trust deepened,

confidence grew and relationships strengthened, reinforcing a sense of belonging and
collective responsibility. The safe atmosphere became the foundation upon which both
personal growth and artistic excellence were built, contributing directly to the depth, quality
and integrity of the work created.

Youth Programme Initiative

2 21 - ‘
Crede g [ | @wsw s @3{CCMN
A =
R '



LEARNING AND SUSTAINABILITY k.8

WHAT CHALLENGES WERE
ENCOUNTERED AND HOW WERE
THEY ADDRESSED?

Recruitment challenges

Recruitment remained a significant challenge throughout the project, largely due to the
project coordinator not being based in the south of Ireland, which limited sustained access to
local networks and referral pathways. Despite efforts to engage services, consistent
recruitment support was not realised, and this continued to impact participant numbers in the
South for the duration of the project. The team responded by maintaining open access,
allowing flexible entry points where possible, and adapting delivery to the cohort that did
engage, ensuring that the experience remained meaningful, supported and impactful for
those involved.

A completely new and untested project

The project was new on multiple levels: it was Extern’s first theatre-based initiative, the first
cross-border project of its kind, and it was led by a staff member new to the organisation. This
required time to build shared understanding, confidence and effective working processes.
These challenges were navigated through clear communication, reflective practice, regular
check-ins and a willingness to learn and adapt as the project evolved.

Ever-changing needs and mental health of participants

The fluctuating emotional wellbeing and mental health needs of participants made forward
planning, particularly for rehearsals, difficult. A trauma-informed approach was prioritised,
allowing the creative process to remain flexible. If participants had experienced a difficult
week, rehearsals were adapted to avoid re-traumatisation, ensuring that care and safety were
always balanced with artistic progress.

Cross-border differences and governance requirements

Delivering the project across the North and South of Ireland presented challenges relating to
differing legislation, organisational policies, governance requirements, currencies and cultural
contexts. These complexities were managed through close collaboration between Extern NI
and Extern Ireland, careful administrative planning and clear communication, ensuring
compliance while maintaining a consistent and supportive experience for all participants.
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LEARNING AND SUSTAINABILITY

WHAT LEARNING CAN INFORM
FUTURE SHARED ISLAND AND
CREATIVE YOUTH INITIATIVES?

The following learning points emerged from the project and would be valuable in informing
future Shared Island and Creative Youth initiatives, particularly those working with young
people who require time, trust and consistency to engage meaningfully.

ﬂ%‘- Earlier start and extended timeline
( Recruitment for this project began in January, with sessions
commencing in April and a final performance in November. Future
projects would benefit from starting earlier and allowing a longer overall
timeline to support thorough planning, deeper relationship-building,
and extended recruitment, particularly across jurisdictions.

&\ Stronger relationships with staff in the South
St Developing relationships with staff and services in the south of Ireland
at an earlier stage would strengthen shared ownership of the project,
improve referral pathways and support sustained engagement
throughout delivery.

ﬂ“‘ Foundation or pilot project to demonstrate impact

7N Having an initial foundation or pilot project to demonstrate artistic
quality and participant outcomes would support recruitment and trust-
building. In this instance, engagement relied heavily on personal
recommendation, rather than an established track record visible to staff
and young people unfamiliar with the practitioner.

Increased staffing and cross-border expertise

Future projects would benefit from a larger staff team to ensure
participant-to-staff ratios are consistently upheld. In particular, having a
designated team member with expertise in cross-border governance
and legislation would strengthen compliance, reduce administrative
pressure and support smoother delivery across both jurisdictions.
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The evaluation uses a mixed-methods approach

including:

QUANTITATIVE METHODS

Teen Qutcome STAR (Appendix d)
Attendance and participation records (omitted
in the interests of anonyminity)

Number of sessions, residentials, and

performance delivered.

Number of sessions, residentials, and performances delivered "< YN _' "

Sessions delivered: 39

Group work engagement: 4054 hours

11 support: 170 hours
Total participate engagement: 4224 hours " ,

Residentials: 3 (Rocor) .o \ |}
Performances: 3 (2* The MAC Belfast; 1*Droichead Arts Centre) g O -

Total audience: 260 - y

16 young people became the core group - 14 from the North of Ireland and two from
Republic of Ireland, 1 Trans male, 5 male and 10 female aged between 14 - 22

Additional 1 YP in south & 5 from NI who participated in development of storyline and
exploration stages of programme and gave permission for aspects of their story to be

included

A session in a professional recording studio to lay down three tracks which were used as
part of the performance.

Project included sessions with 9 industry professionals who worked in collaboration with
the young people to co-create the play, performance and all technical/ creative elements
of ‘Still We Weave'.
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QUANTITATIVE METHODS

CREATIVE TEAM

“The impact of the project was that it gave
young people a platform to speak their truth,
to give voice to their lived experience and to
honour their past. They were given the
opportunity to experience the joy and
accomplishment of live performance by
sharing their stories. And the impact on the
audiences was clearly profound with standing
ovations and audience members clamouring
to engage with, praise and acknowledge the
young people during the Q&A sessions post
show.”

Claire Shephard - Stage Manager
(Creative & Staff team feedback - Appendix E)
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