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CONVERGE KEYNOTE: 
What We May Be – Bell Shakespeare’s Juvenile Justice Program 
 
Wednesday 16 October 2019 
 
Good morning – it's an honour to speak to this incredible room of arts practitioners. How 
powerful this is, I’m excited by what’s going to be achieved today by having everyone in the 
room. 
 
For those that I have not yet met, my name is Joanna Erskine and I’m the Head of Education 
at Bell Shakespeare. I’ve been with the company for 11 years and I’m excited to share a 
lesser known aspect of our education program – our Juvenile Justice program. This is a very 
brief overview, please do get in touch if you want to know more. 
 
Our national program reaches 80,000 students and teachers face to face each year, but our 
Juvenile Justice program might be lucky to account for 100 of those participants each year. 
It’s small scale, high impact work. I’d love to share some stories, some insights, challenges 
and successes. 
 
So, why Shakespeare in Juvenile Justice centres? 
 
Getting started 
 
Let me start by painting a picture of how it began. 
 
We commenced our Juvenile Justice program in 2010. We were granted funding by a 
passionate NSW Minister who quit politics the day after signing the cheque. We lost our 
champion but had the funding to deliver the program. We went out to the centres to discuss 
the program and what we could do. We had endless ideas to discuss and a list of plays they 
could choose from. The centres didn’t have to say all that much for us to see that they 
thought we were completely crazy bringing Shakespeare into these kids lives. The basic 
response was, “Sure, if you want to, go right ahead. Give it a go.” 
 
Despite meetings and planning it was all a big unknown. 
 
First off we were going to perform a show at Juniperina centre for girls. Preparation was 
interesting. I had to give the centre staff a list of everything we were bringing in which of 
course included two roadcases full of props. I imagined the look on the registrar’s face when 
they received my long and very detailed list which read ‘One fake dagger. One vial of 
poison.’ And so on. 
 
When we arrived at the centre, we spent over an hour doing the induction. Completing 
paperwork under a wall of contraban, hanging as a reminder that danger is ever-present. 
Don’t let your guard down. 
 
It’s fair to say that by the time the actors got into the space they were not their usual bubbly 
selves. Normally they would mingle with the audience and chat. This day they stayed behind 
the banners as the audience filed in. Girls in units were segregated by coloured t-shirts. 
Some as young as 12. Guards with belts and radios. Standing along the perimeter. Near 
silence. 
 
The show commenced. The girls were watching quietly, respectfully. We wondered if they 
were interested at all. And then about halfway through something incredible happened. Now 
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we all in this room take it for granted that we know the story to Romeo and Juliet. We know 
how it ends. In this moment we realised this audience didn’t. Girls started calling out ‘No! 
No!’ Don’t do it!” They tried to warn the characters, break through that dramatic irony. They 
tried to tell Romeo not to take the poison. They tried to tell him Juliet was alive. 
 
By the end of it the audience was in tears. Staff were in tears. We were in tears. The actors 
finished the play with tears streaming down their faces. And when the show was over, there 
was an immediate flood of people in the space. The girls rushed up to the actors and the 
place filled with excitable conversation. One teacher came up to me with a young girl. 
“We’ve been learning about Shakespeare haven’t we? We don’t let many men up on our wall 
of inspirational people, but we let Shakespeare be up there.” 
 
Since 2010 we’ve worked in male and female Juvenile justice centres in five NSW 
(Juniperina, Reiby, Frank Baxter, Cobham and Acmena Centre in Grafton), and now in two 
Victorian centres - Parkville and Malmsbury. And plans are underway for more states who 
want to take part in the program. 
 
Why Shakespeare? 
 
It’s important to acknowledge here what Shakespeare represents to many people. High art. 
Upper class culture. Another language. The subject of senior exams. Teenage trauma. If an 
adult has had a bad experience they will tell a teenager what their experience will be before 
it happens. Parents, older siblings, will readily say “You won’t like Shakespeare.” “It’s 
another language.” “It’s boring” “It’s too hard” “There’s no point” “You won’t get it.” 
 
I had a fridge repair man at my house last week and when I told him that it was my job to 
make Shakespeare accessible to Australian students he said “That must be a hard job!” 
 
And this is where expectations and outcomes get quashed before they get a chance. 
 
So here we walk into Juvenile Justice centres where these young people’s levels of 
education are low to non-existent, let alone literacy levels, attitudes to learning, school, etc. 
 
And to these same young people we say “We’re going to do Shakespeare with you. Most 
adults think this is really hard. But I reckon you can do it.” 
 
While the program content differs each time, we generally start with a performance for all 
young people in the centre and then a specialist class focus on one play for around 15 
participants. Sometimes, not always, the program ends with a performance for the 
participants family and friends. We run 5 week programs up to 12 week programs, and 
sometimes 1-2 week intensives. Participants are a mix of self-selected and centre staff 
nominations. It usually takes one session for word to get out that the program is “actually ok” 
and then more participants turn up. 
 
One centre we have had a long association with is Frank Baxter on the NSW central coast. 
Teaching Artists Huw McKinnon and James Evans taught the first few years at Frank Baxter 
together. We’ve delivered performances and residencies there since the inception of the 
program. The first time we performed Macbeth there, 180 in the audience, a perimeter of 
guards around them, and you could have heard a pin drop. There was no way those boys 
understood all the text, but they were vocal during the banter, and silent during the 
Shakespeare. 
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The nature of this work is that the young people are not able to be identified, we are not 
given any information, and therefore there are no judgements. Just as Shakespeare didn’t 
judge his characters. And so the plays and the characters are the vehicle by which we are 
able to have incredible conversations about life choices and decisions. Consequences. 
Analysing and debating Macbeth’s moral dilemmas without the boys realising they might be 
talking about themselves. Being drama, playing a role, allows them to explore these choices 
and decisions and questions, within a safe space. Offers them an opportunity to walk around 
in another’s shoes, empathise, imagine. 
 
But we can’t say what that impact truly is. What we can speak to is what transformations we 
see in them. Seeing their confidence grow. Their voices build in volume. Standing taller. 
Working together. Learning lines they swore they would never be able to. Conquering 
Shakespeare, when most have very little education or schooling. 
 
It’s always most apparent in the faces of the staff and guards who see these young people 
day in day out. Like the day a boy performed “Is this a dagger?” almost by heart. The 
flabbergasted guard said he’d never heard the boy even speak. The boy who asked to take 
a copy of the play back with him. And having to get special clearance for this to happen. 
 
I’d like to show a short clip from a documentary that was made about the program taught by 
Huw McKinnon and James Evans, called Kings of Baxter. It’s by Grumpy Sailor Pictures, 
directed by Jack Yabsley and produced by Claire Evans. It’s an award-wining film now, and I 
must say is testament to the age-old fact that once you bring the cameras in, everything 
goes pear-shaped. I don’t think we’ve had another year with that many challenges, but if you 
see the film, it shows how incredible teaching artists are. 
 
Here are the Frank Baxter boys working up to a performance of Macbeth… 
 
Clip from Kings of Baxter (Grump Sailor Pictures) 
 
But we don’t only work with Macbeth. One year we took a performance of Romeo and Juliet 
to Frank Baxter. We were unsure of how the plotline would go down with the boys, and 
whether they would emotionally engage with the characters. The actor playing Juliet looked 
like she could actually be Juliet’s age – what would it be like for her performing in front of 
these young men? And how would they respond? 
 
The performance went well. The boys were respectful. And then it came to question time. 
One young man put his hand up and looked directly at the actor who played Juliet. He said 
“If my Dad did that to me, I’d bash him.” And a discussion followed about the moment, about 
the family relationship. And we had to eat our words on who we thought this audience would 
connect with. 
 
And we connect our other education programs where possible, like The Players’ 
performances in the centres, and through our teacher training. Last year we started working 
with Acmena Centre in Grafton, which came about via our Regional Teacher Mentorship. 
Two teachers from the mentorship who were from the wider area told us about the high rate 
of young people in their area going into the centre, and wouldn’t it be awesome if we could 
do the program there. These teachers helped us make a successful case for funding, and 
we trained one of them to team-teach the program. Zach, a true teacher legend, teaches the 
program in his school holidays with us. 
 
When we had our mainstage production of Othello at Sydney Opera House, Teaching Artist 
Huw McKinnon was in the cast. We were able to get a group of ten boys from Baxter to 
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Sydney to see him perform and see this other side of his work. Funnily enough, we did brief 
the cast to tell them that we would have boys from Frank Baxter in the audience that day 
who were not used to seeing live theatre. And they ended up being the best behaved 
students in that school matinee. 
 
Challenges 
 
There are obviously many challenges associated with this work, but incredible opportunities 
for success. 
 
Identification challenges 
 

- What works very well for no judgement, does prove problematic for other areas.  
- Because they are ‘juveniles’ we do not know first names, personal info, etc 
- Content capture is extremely limited. Reporting is very basic as you can’t take photos 

or videos of the work. Also, getting student written feedback is poor as they have 
such low literacy levels. 

- In the Kings of Baxter documentary, you can see that we were not able to show full 
faces. It was extremely difficult for the film makers to secure funding as no one 
believed you could tell the boys’ story without eyes. They were also concerned that 
you would only empathise with and follow the two teaching artists because it with 
their faces that were featured. Fortunately funding was secured and you absolutely 
can empathise with these boys. It’s now an award-winning documentary. 

 
Measurement challenges 
 

- Everyone wants to know what happened to these young people after the program 
and whether doing the Shakespeare program meant they never reoffended. 
Obviously not viable for myriad reasons. 

- We see young people return to centres for a whole lot of reasons, often just so they’ll 
get three meals a day. 

- People always want to know if we track the participants after they leave the centre. 
We can’t. We do ask centre staff every now and again how certain individuals are 
going, but it’s not something we can measure. 

- So we have to look to tangible outcomes that we can measure. This means the 
things that we see happen in the workshops. Changes in confidence, a student who 
didn’t speak at the beginning and then is performing soliloquies at the end of Week 4, 
those who wouldn’t participate who now dive into each activity without hesitation, 
improvements in vocabulary and literacy, changes in interpersonal communication, 
empathy, self-reflective abilities, etc. 

- The point of this work is that the participants conquer something they didn’t think they 
could do, or others didn’t think they could do. They might never think about 
Shakespeare again, but they might be able to do a job interview because they learnt 
how to speak loud with confidence, they might work better with other people because 
they’ve put on a performance, had to rely on each other, have more empathy for 
themselves and others after living Macbeth’s dilemma. 

 
Funding challenges 
 

- The NSW Department of Juvenile Justice who funded the first pilot year in 2010, 
gained a new Minister who implemented a policy that no programs would be funded 
that could not be proven to reduce recidivism. This program doesn’t do that, nor does 
it aim to. 



 
 

5 
Joanna Erskine – Head of Education, Bell Shakespeare 

- We prepared a report for that first year full of ‘life changing’ letters from participants. 
It didn’t make any difference. 

- State governments change where they place juvenile justice and how it gets 
run/funded. The system is not something we can rely on. 

- One year funding isn’t preferable, you need multi year to build these relationships 
with the centres, test things, change things, test again. 

- So we’ve found that philanthropic support is the best fit for this program. With 
connected and passionate donors and foundations who trust you to make the best 
decisions and who do not have boxes to tick or hoops to jump through. We’ve been 
so supported by the Bill & Patricia Ritchie Foundation, the Scully Fund and the 
Neilson Foundation. 

 
Factors out of your control 
 

- There are so many factors that you just can’t predict so you need to be flexible at all 
times 

- Every centre is run differently, different structures, schools within the centres, It 
matters whether you run your program during the school program or during the rec 
program. 

- Obviously participants have many things going on so they may drop out or not attend 
sessions due to release, court dates, remand, etc. 

- Some centres have a ‘time out’ policy whereby participants can check themselves 
out of any activity, at any point during that activity. So you may be in the middle of a 
workshop and if a participant finds something challenging they can opt out and just 
leave the room. Makes it very difficult to make progress or achieve anything that 
takes effort. (which as we know is where the reward and the lesson lies) 

- Extreme volatility of the centres. You will often see it in the news when events 
happen within the centres, riots, instability, violence, etc. This is where close 
relationships with the centres are key. We are never scared off, and while ensuring 
our teaching artists will be safe, the centres are always so grateful that we aren’t 
scared to return. 

 
Successes 
 
Of course there are so many success, and I’ve spoken about some already, however here’s 
some key factors that we’ve found are vital: 
 

- Buy in and support of centre staff. You need at least one champion of the program in 
the centre. Someone who sees the value of it and who will literally make participants 
turn up to each session. That’s the hardest part, literally getting people in the room 
on time. 

- The reason the Kings of Baxter documentary was such a challenge is that two key 
staff members were on leave during the program. We had so many issues with 
attendance because of this., despite it being an ingrained annual program at the 
centre. 

- For the longer programs we build in special sessions such as stage combat training, 
a make up artist for the girls’ performance of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

- The program works best when it is delivered twice a week for 5 or more weeks. This 
works for those centres who are in close enough distance to where teaching artists 
are based. 

- However for those regional or interstate areas, we have had to deliver shorter 
intensives, often consisting of daily workshops. While still successful, this does affect 
participation. It’s a challenging experience and time builds trust and comfort. It’s a 
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transformation that is best played out over time rather than something that is 
pressured by time. 

- Ensuring our teaching artists reflect the diversity of participants. We are still working 
on this. We’ve trained many people who then become unavailable for the work for 
many reasons. We’ll keep working hard to make this happen. 

- Don’t set outcomes, just intended outcomes. You will always be surprised by 
something, the unexpected will always happen. This makes it difficult for securing 
funding, though it is the nature of this work. For example we never say “there will be 
a performance at the end” because we just might not get there.  

 
Where next? 
 

- Multi-state expansion underway 
- But the reality is that we can’t be everywhere, so for the last five years we have been 

developing a plan for expansion via VR technology. A Macbeth neurogame that can 
be used in staff in centres, after specialist training and set up. 

- It can be used in centres but also in communities for at-risk youth so it acts as a 
preventative program as well. 

- That Macbeth neurogame will recreate the self-reflective, critical and creative thinking 
skills developed in the program. It will have the ability to track decision making, 
reflect on, and most importantly, change decision making and subsequent outcomes. 

- Participants would play Macbeth and relive his original journey, then replay the story 
making different decisions at various points in the story. All decision points would be 
mapped and tracked live. A psychologist or counsellor can then sit with the 
participant and talk through and reflect on the choices made and the different 
outcomes that were possible. 

 
One final story – Hamlet at Frank Baxter 
 
The final story I want to tell comes from our work at Frank Baxter. 
 
It was about two years ago and we were planning the next visit to the centre. We’d spent 
years exploring Macbeth and Romeo and Juliet, and felt it was time to step it up a notch. We 
decided these boys were ready for Hamlet. Huw McKinnon was let’s just say, “thrilled,” at 
being told he had to teach it to them. 
 
As we all know, Hamlet is about big ideas and big dilemmas. The biggest ones humans can 
face. Let alone the sheer wealth and depth and length of the play, Hamlet is a challenge due 
to its content. It is bleak. It ponders deep, dark questions about life, death, our very 
existence. What value would it be to young men behind bars? 
 
You heard earlier the reason why we choose Macbeth to work with these young men 
thematically. The bonus is that Macbeth has plenty of stuff going on. Lots of action to play. 
Fights. Prophecies. The supernatural. 
 
It was a couple of weeks into Hamlet at Baxter, that Huw remember that nothing much 
happens (at least in terms of action). He needed a new approach. 
 
He knew that many of these boys probably had thought about the same things Hamlet thinks 
about. They may have asked those big questions of themselves. Considered very dark 
things. And here they were, for reasons we didn’t and weren’t allowed to know. 
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Because we don’t know, we don’t judge. Minds are kept open. These young men are not 
treated as their offence. This meant it was very hard to discuss anything personal. Especially 
as we knew that many felt shame about what they’d done. It was hard to even consider a 
personal conversation. 
 
Huw gave them ‘To be or not to be’. They looked at the first four lines of the speech. They 
discussed what Hamlet was saying. The choices laid out before him. Huw told them he 
believed that everybody has, at some point in their lives, made the decision ‘to be.’ If you 
made the decision ‘not to be’, you wouldn’t be here. That was all that was said. There was 
never an explicit conversation about suicide. 
 
The young men were given a piece of paper and a pencil. They were instructed to write 
down ‘To be’. Then next to that ‘For’. And then they wrote down ‘A reason’. 
 
Huw and his fellow Teaching Artist wrote theirs down. The Frank Baxter staff in the room did 
too. And when they were all finished, Huw invited them to share what they’d written, if they 
wanted to. And they did. 
 
So on the final day of the residency, it was time for a performance. Scenes and soliloquies 
from Hamlet were presented as our Teaching Artists narrated the story. It was performed for 
the whole centre community. Detainees. Staff. Guards. And visiting families of the boys. 
 
At the end of the performance one of the boys stood up and delivered the most natural 
performance of ‘To be or not to be’ I have ever seen. I honestly think this was due to the fact 
that he had no idea he was speaking one of the greatest speeches ever written. He just said 
it. 
 
And when he finished, he turned around to a line of boys and staff on chairs. He pointed to 
each one and said ‘To be –‘ Then each replied: 
 
To be for my mum. 
To be for my family. 
To be for my baby daughter. 
To be to make a better life. 
 
Needless to say, once again, we were in tears. And Hamlet had new meaning all over again. 
 
Final remarks 
 
So, why Shakespeare? 
 
The point is never the Shakespeare. That is simply the vehicle for transformative learning. 
Great stories, incredible language, utterly human characters whose flaws and dilemmas we 
recognise in ourselves and our own actions. It’s about these young people doing something 
that someone told them they couldn’t do. Speaking aloud confidently, being proud of 
something, working together, communicating, learning empathy for characters, for others, for 
themselves. They may not remember the Shakespeare, but they might go into a job 
interview and hold themselves more confidently, speak aloud and with purpose and 
conviction. Believe in their own abilities more than they did before. And the myriad ways that 
this work will manifest in years to come. 
 
In so many ways, this work rings true in Ophelia’s words - “We know what we are, but know 
not what we may be.” 
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For those interested in Kings of Baxter 
 
The film is still being shown at film festivals, however is available to watch online via: 
 
Vimeo on Demand (48-hour rental) https://vimeo.com/ondemand/kingsofbaxter 
 
Purchase the DVD from Ronin Films https://www.roninfilms.com.au/feature/15217/kings-of-
baxter.html 
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