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Abstract	

Bullying,	a	worldwide	problem	that	is	complex	and	layered,	can	be	especially	challenging	

to	teens	and	young	adults.	This	paper	is	an	in	depth	qualitative	exploration	of	how	

theater	programs	that	utilize	Theater	of	the	Oppressed	methods	and	adapted	versions	of	

Forum	Theater	can	be	used	to	target	bullying	and	increase	conflict	resolution	among	

teens.	This	research	explores	in	depth	how	improvisational	theater	paired	with	education	

on	bullying	can	be	used	to	address	problems	within	society	and	how	that	may	be	used	

outside	of	a	school	setting	in	a	small	population	like	Iceland.	Utilizing	case	studies,	

specifically	the	programs	Acting	Against	Bullying	and	The	Possibility	Project	that	are	
directly	and	indirectly	targeted	at	bullying,	we	can	see	the	power	of	creating	a	language	

and	culture	that	works	towards	communal	prevention,	intervention	and	peer	education.	

This	approach	allows	a	unique	and	safe	space	for	young	people	to	explore	ideas	and	try	

on	the	perspectives	of	their	peers	to	work	towards	a	lasting	and	motivated	change.	
Exploring	methods	developed	by	Augusto	Boal,	we	can	see	how	these	methods	have	

been	adapted	and	utilized	in	various	contexts.	Teens	and	young	people	are	able	to	learn	

leadership	and	lead	change	in	their	communities,	meaning	this	does	not	fall	exclusively	
on	the	shoulders	of	teachers	and	schools,	but	rather	community	members	in	their	free	

time,	allowing	intergenerational	change	to	take	place.	The	proposals	for	change	in	the	
conclusion	include:	teaching	empathy	and	emotional	communication	in	an	environment	
that	is	safe	for	everyone,	conflict	resolution	in	a	group	or	team	setting	and	finally	a	

cultural	shift	that	challenges	and	changes	the	ideas	of	differences	needing	to	be	

eradicated.	In	Iceland,	which	is	rife	with	issues	of	bullying	especially	among	young	
people,	these	techniques	can	create	massive	change	for	participants	and	all	those	around	

them.	By	incorporating	initiatives	like	this	into	leisure	centers	and	other	venues	outside	

of	the	school	building,	we	can	extend	education	and	prevention	more	effectively.	

	
	



	

4	

Table	of	Contents	

Abstract	.............................................................................................................................	3	

Preface	...............................................................................................................................	6	

1	 Introduction	.................................................................................................................	7	

2	 Bullying	–	Why	Should	We	Worry?	.............................................................................	11	

2.1	 Bystanders	in	Iceland	..................................................................................................	14	

2.2	 Safe	Environments	–	For	Whom?	................................................................................	15	

3	 Rehearsal	for	the	Revolution	–	Theater	of	the	Oppressed	...........................................	19	

3.1	 Case	Studies	Using	Similar	Approaches	.......................................................................	22	

3.2	 Acting	Against	Bullying	................................................................................................	23	

3.2.1	Process	Drama	and	Adapting	Forum	Theater	.........................................................	23	
3.	2.	2	Peer	Education	......................................................................................................	26	

3.2.3	Building	Empathy	....................................................................................................	27	

3.3	 The	Possibility	Project	.................................................................................................	30	

3.3.1	 The	Process	..........................................................................................................	30	

3.3.2	 Social	and	Emotional	Learning	.............................................................................	33	

4	 Moving	Outside	of	the	Classroom	Mentality	...............................................................	36	

5	 Conclusion:	A	Proposal	for	Change	.............................................................................	40	

References	.......................................................................................................................	44	



	

5	

		

	



	

6	

Preface	

This	thesis	has	been	a	journey	of	discovery	and	re-discovery.	It	has	been	a	labor	of	love	

and	a	step	towards	a	lifelong	dream,	which	I	still	plan	on	making	a	reality	some	day.	I	
cannot	be	more	thankful	for	the	support	I	have	had	from	the	family	I	have	chosen	to	

surround	myself	with.	This	is	for	them,	for	two	tiny	humans	who	I	have	all	the	faith	in	the	

world	will	create	even	more	change	than	I	can	hope	to.	This	is	also	for	all	of	my	family	of	
polar	bears,	on	and	off	Earth.	A	huge	thanks	to	all	of	the	teachers	in	the	Leisure	Studies	

department	for	believing	in	me	and	encouraging	me,	even	as	I	struggled	with	language	

and	learned	some	things	the	hard	way.	You	have	all	given	me	wings	to	fly	to	heights	I	
never	dreamed	I	could.	Thank	you	to	my	family	at	The	Possibility	Project,	this	one	is	for	

you	and	for	our	futures.	Props,	1,	2,	3.	

This	thesis	was	written	solely	by	me,	the	undersigned.	I	have	read	and	understand	

the	University	of	Iceland	Code	of	Ethics	

(https://english.hi.is/university/university_of_iceland_code_of_ethics)	and	have	followed	

them	to	the	best	of	my	knowledge.	I	have	correctly	cited	to	all	other	works	or	previous	
work	of	my	own,	including,	but	not	limited	to,	written	works,	figures,	data	or	tables.	I	

thank	all	who	have	worked	with	me	and	take	full	responsibility	for	any	mistakes	

contained	in	this	work.	Signed:	

Double-click	the	lines	below	and	write	in	their	place.	Write	your	name	with	a	

different	font	in	place	of	the	bottom	line	(e.g.,	Lucida	handwriting)	or	insert	a	photo	of	
your	own	signature.		

	

Reykjavík,	16.	May	2020	

	

Jessica Marie LoMonaco 

	



	

7	

1 Introduction		

Theater,	throughout	history,	has	been	a	source	of	societal	reflection,	criticism	and	a	drive	

for	social	change	in	the	hearts	of	humans.	It	is	inspiration	and	condemnation	of	people	

and	politicians,	states	and	societies.	By	and	large	the	arts	are	seriously	neglected	and	

often	eradicated	from	school	curriculums	in	modern	times.	We	see	this	with	the	rising	

focus	on	standardized	testing	among	school	children,	which	quite	often	results	in	the	

narrowing	of	school	subjects	to	maintain	the	Adequate	Yearly	Progress	reports	in	places	

like	the	US.	When	subject	narrowing	occurs,	specialist	teachers,	like	arts	teachers,	are	

eliminated	in	order	to	cut	budgets,	meaning	generalized	teachers	with	no	arts	training	
are	meant	to	pick	up	the	slack.	It	is	suggested	by	researchers	that	generalized	teachers	

lack	the	confidence	and	expertise	to	teach	the	arts	to	their	students	(Shaw,	2018).	This	

tends	to	leave	arts	education	severely	lacking	without	specialists.	

In	order	to	display	statistics	to	please	government	experts	in	math	and	reading,	we	

are	sacrificing	a	child’s	rounded	education	and	hindering	their	skills	in	the	process	(Shaw,	
2018).	We	are	reducing	children	to	numbers	generated	from	standardized	testing	which	

allows	for	only	one	method	of	analysis	and	removes	all	individual	needs	of	the	child	in	
question.	This	does	not	allow	for	students	to	change	and	improve	and	most	certainly	
does	not	help	them	in	their	daily	lives	as	they	learn	to	navigate	the	world	around	them	

and	endure	what	life	has	to	offer	in	social	and	community	life.	

However,	the	arts	and	specifically	theater	remain	as	one	of	the	strongest	potential	

forms	that	could	create	serious	and	lasting	change	in	how	people	act,	across	all	ages,	

available	and	easily	shared	(Boal,	1974/2008;	Van	Der	Kolk,	2014;	Smith,	et	al,	2016;	
Shaw,	2018).	Traditionally,	theater	has	been	a	method	of	someone	telling	an	audience	

information.	Theater	must	involve	an	introduction	of	status	quo,	a	conflict,	and	hopefully	

a	resolution	to	that	conflict.	Whether	it	is	a	happy	ending	or	not	is	generally	up	to	the	

playwright,	but	on	the	stage	of	reality,	endings	are	chosen	by	the	people	involved	in	the	

real	conflict,	influenced	by	their	state	of	oppression	or	lack	thereof	(Boal,	1974/2008).	

There	is	no	standardized	test	to	measure	the	ability	of	a	student	to	succeed	in	their	class,	

in	their	homes	and	in	their	life.	Given	this	fact,	by	stepping	outside	of	the	school	building	

and	instead	moving	toward	extracurricular	activities	as	a	vehicle,	educators	and	leisure	

time	facilitators	can	help	teach	children	what	they	lack	in	school	and	create	change	that	

can	then	cycle	back	into	the	educational	system.	Standardized	tests	do	not	measure	

levels	of	advantage,	resources	or	oppression,	and	analyzing	these	concepts	and	



	

8	

understanding	how	they	function	are	potentially	more	vital	to	success	in	life	than	

anything	else.	

One	state	of	oppression	which	is	seldom	identified	as	such	is	the	power	imbalance	

(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2011)	inherent	in	bullying.	There	is	no	question	that	bullying	is	a	

worldwide	problem	that	needs	to	be	tackled.	Bullying,	while	mostly	attributed	to	a	

symptom	of	youth	or	a	label	of	something	being	wrong,	is	something	that	affects	people	

in	every	age	group.	More	and	more	research	is	supporting	the	claim	that	bullying	can	

affect	a	person	mentally,	physically	and	emotionally	through	their	entire	lives	(Van	der	

Kolk,	2014;	Mann,	et	al.,	2014).	Once	the	scrapes	and	bruises	have	healed,	once	the	tears	

have	been	dried,	the	mark	of	bullying	stays	with	a	person	throughout	their	lives.	In	
children	it	affects	their	ability	to	do	well	in	school	(Garmy,	et	al.,	2018),	in	adults	the	

remnants	can	cause	panic	disorders,	depression	and	socioeconomic	struggles	(Arnarsson	

&	Bjarnason,	2012;	Van	der	Kolk,	2014.).	There	are	practices	in	place	to	try	to	prevent	
bullying	throughout	the	world,	mainly	visible	in	schools,	yet	the	problem	continues	to	
persist.	While	bullying	is	often	listed	as	a	problem	revolving	around	behavior	(Walton,	

2011),	this	behavior	does	not	exist	in	a	bubble	or	vacuum.	It	is	instead	upheld	by	

generations	of	people	as	a	societal	norm	for	regulation.	This	is	why	so	much	of	the	
research	on	bullying	is	focused	on	finding	the	problem	areas	for	those	individuals	

involved.	This	is	also	a	reason	why	attacking	bullying	needs	to	be	done	by	society	at	large,	
outside	of	schools,	since	the	responsibility	is	not	only	that	of	students	and	teachers	
(Walton,	2011).	By	moving	this	process	to	extracurricular	or	leisure	activities,	we	move	

the	responsibility	to	society	as	a	whole.	

In	a	small	population	like	Iceland,	which	as	of	1	January	2020	has	364,134	residents	

(Hagstofa,	2020),	the	effects	of	bullying	are	very	dramatic.	According	to	research	in	

Iceland,	the	rate	of	bullying	among	6th	graders	is	at	least	5%	(Garmy,	et	al.,	2018).	While	

there	is	perceived	improvement	since	tracking	these	matters	has	begun,	there	is	some	
stagnancy	in	progress	that	needs	to	be	addressed	(Limber,	2004).	Over	the	years,	the	rate	

of	bullying	has	not	appeared	to	decrease	(Arnarsson	&	Bjarnason,	2012).	By	not	adapting	

bullying	prevention	programs	to	work	in	individual	schools	and	societies,	such	as	the	
Olweus	Bullying	Prevention	Program,	which	is	used	in	some	schools	in	Iceland,	they	are	

not	able	to	run	as	successfully	(Limber,	2004).	This	simply	perpetuates	the	problems	that	

adolescents	are	facing	rather	than	resolve	the	larger	issue,	making	it	appear	to	an	
outsider	as	if	there	is	not	being	enough	done.	Under	the	Olweus	approach,	it	seems	to	be	

that	it	is	simply	the	adult’s	job	to	monitor	and	intervene	in	cases	of	bullying	since	the	first	

part	of	the	program	to	be	dropped	by	schools,	according	to	Limber	(2004),	is	the	use	of	
peer	and	group	led	prevention	practices.	While	it	is	crucial	to	have	adult	allies	present	for	
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students,	we	must	also	focus	attention	on	teaching	children	to	address	issues	when	

adults	may	not	be	present.	Much	of	the	Olweus	program	seems	contingent	on	adult	

intervention.	As	described	by	Limber	(2004):		

At	the	individual	level,	staff	members	meet	with	children	who	have	been	

bullied	to	investigate	bullying	reports	and	incidents,	develop	safety	plans	and	

provide	emotional	support.	Staff	meet	with	those	who	bully	their	peers	to	
reinforce	school	rules	against	bullying,	administer	appropriate	consequences	

for	bullying	behaviors,	and	to	make	children	aware	that	their	future	behaviors	

will	be	closely	monitored.	(p.	354)	

This	creates	an	environment	that	does	not	allow	for	amnesty	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	

2011)	for	bullying,	which	encourages	a	child	to	just	find	more	creative	ways	of	bypassing	

the	teacher’s	gaze.	Since	the	descriptions	available	do	not	seem	to	suggest	the	idea	of	
working	with	the	bullied	and	the	bully	in	tandem,	adults	are	instead	upholding	the	
polarization	of	those	involved.	A	child	is	labeled	as	the	victim	and	another	is	labeled	as	

the	bad	kid	who	needs	to	be	watched	and	know	there	will	be	consequences.	These	
consequences	are	decided	by	the	school	in	group	meetings	under	the	Olweus	program,	

and	since	many	schools	take	a	zero-tolerance	approach	to	bullying,	this	means	potential	
expulsion	and	coercing	a	bully	into	behaving	or	facing	the	consequences.	It	leads	to	
alienation	of	most	involved	and	doesn’t	properly	address	what	needs	addressing,	which	

is	social	education	on	differences	(Walton,	2011)	that	create	the	roots	of	bullying.	This	
approach	is	a	bandage	to	reduce	incidents	of	bullying	being	reported,	which	is	clearly	

stated	throughout	the	literature	(Limber,	2004),	but	does	not	address	the	symptoms	of	

why	it	exists	in	the	first	place	and	upholds	the	idea	of	exclusion	(Walton,	2011).	

The	question	must	be	asked,	what	else	can	be	done?	Teenagers	and	young	adults	are	

taking	their	experience	in	school	and	with	bullying	with	them	into	adulthood	(Arnarsson	

&	Bjarnason,	2012),	parenthood	and	into	the	work	environment.	It	is	important	to	
address	the	issue	head	on	to	prevent	this	from	continuing	to	happen.	Creativity	and	

daring	need	to	be	embraced	in	order	to	do	so.	How	can	theater	be	used	to	combat	

bullying	in	Iceland?	How	can	this	be	done	in	a	school	system	that	has	apparently	a	single	

method	to	approach	bullying?	

Part	of	the	answer	is	that	it	cannot	be	done	in	school.	Iceland	is	unique	among	many	

nations	in	the	world,	with	an	extensive	and	socially	integrated	after	school	and	leisure	
time	system.	These	programs	can	be	the	perfect	platform	to	tackle	bullying	among	teens.	

Innovative	strategies	using	the	arts	can	be	dynamic	(Boal,	1974/2008;	Burton,	et	al.,	

2015)	and	can	help	change	a	stagnant	population.	By	integrating	certain	theatrical	
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theories	(Boal,	1974/2008;	Burton,	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009)	and	approaches	

and	the	arts	into	conflict	resolution	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2011;	2002),	recognizing	bullying	

patterns	(Wernick,	et	al.,	2013)	and	ways	to	combat	it	and	how	to	work	with	people	who	
are	different	(Walton,	2011),	children	and	adults	can	battle	bullying	in	monumental	ways.	

By	turning	the	expected	strategies	around	and	embracing	peer	education	and	education	

outside	of	the	classroom	allows	for	substantial	growth,	flexibility	and	potentially	lasting	
change.	

In	this	paper	I	will	use	case	studies	and	research	to	make	a	qualitative	analysis	

addressing	the	following	questions:	How	can	bullying	among	adolescents	be	addressed	

via	theater	to	create	viable	and	lasting	change?	Why	is	this	change	needed	in	Iceland?	
And	finally,	How	can	peer	education	in	leisure	time	be	utilized	in	these	approaches?		

The	second	chapter	will	analyze	why	bullying	is	a	major	concern	for	adolescents	and	

adults,	specific	differences	that	may	occur	in	Iceland	and	the	crafting	of	anti-bullying	
efforts	by	looking	at	methods	in	place	and	where	they	may	be	lacking.	The	third	chapter	

will	explain	how	Forum	Theater	(Boal,	1974/2008)	and	Adapted	Forum	Theater	(Burton,	
et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009)	work	and	analyze	two	case	studies	on	programs	

that	have	used	these	methods	to	create	change:	Acting	Against	Bullying	(Burton,	et	al.,	
2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009)	and	The	Possibility	Project	(Smith,	et	al.,	2016;	Hanson,	
2012;	Van	Der	Kolk,	2014).	This	chapter	will	also	explore	the	use	and	importance	of	peer	

education	(Burton,	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009)	and	peer	intervention	(Smith,	et	
al.,	2016)	in	order	to	achieve	lasting	change.	The	final	chapter	will	explain	how	these	two	

topics	can	be	tied	together	and	encourage	the	shift	to	implementing	these	processes	

outside	of	the	classroom	and	how	they	can	be	practically	implemented	in	our	society.	
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2 Bullying	–	Why	Should	We	Worry?	

Research,	news	outlets,	academia	and	educational	fields	are	constantly	reporting	issues	

surrounding	bullying.	Although	surely	present	in	the	past,	increased	access	to	

information	means	we	are	seeing	more	and	more	of	it	as	the	general	population.	Since	

the	occurrence	of	the	Columbine	shooting	in	the	US,	the	world	cannot	help	but	take	the	

issue	seriously.	The	Columbine	shooting,	which	happened	in	1999	in	Colorado,	USA,	was	

the	deadliest	school	shooting	in	American	history	and	can	be	defined	as	a	“rampage	

shooting”	(Larkin,	2009).	The	shooters,	Eric	Harris	and	Dylan	Klebold,	had	endured	years	

of	bullying	before	eventually	planning	this	devastating	rampage	shooting,	which	elevated	
and	inspired	other	instances	of	school	gun	violence	(Larkin,	2009)	and	left	a	lasting	effect	

on	people	worldwide.	The	fact	that	bullying	can	push	victims	to	such	extreme	measures	

helps	paint	the	picture	of	just	how	dangerous	it	can	be.	Bullying	is	most	certainly	not	a	

rare	or	isolated	single	incident.		

Surveys	and	overviews	conducted	in	the	United	Kingdom,	Europe,	Canada,	

Australia	and	New	Zealand	during	the	past	decade	have	consistently	

identified	bullying	as	a	major	concern	in	schools.	A	meta-evaluation	of	anti-
bullying	programs...	suggests	that	one	child	in	six	is	bullied	on	a	weekly	basis.	

(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009)		

As	we	see	from	incidents	like	Columbine	(Larkin,	2009),	bullying	can	reach	a	crux	of	
pain	in	a	person	that	is	held	as	trauma	(Van	Der	Kolk,	2014).	The	victims	of	bullying	

retreat	into	a	fight,	flight	or	freeze	mindset	(Van	Der	Kolk,	2014)	and	eventually	when	

they	can	no	longer	process	this	trauma	silently,	something	explosive	is	likely	to	happen.	
This	can	be	in	the	form	of	physical	reaction,	mental	instability	or	other	troubling	issues.	

“Bullying	has	broad	health	implications,	and	it	is	important	to	investigate	its	

sociodemographic	antecedents	in	order	to	prevent	risk	factors	and	promote	health	and	

wellbeing	in	school-age	children.”	(Garmy,	et	al,	2018,	p.	e30)	If	we	cannot	work	to	keep	

adolescents	safe	from	bullying,	they	cannot	be	healthy.	

Bullying	affects	not	just	the	student	or	adolescent	who	is	currently	facing	it,	but	

follows	the	bullied	and	the	aggressor	through	their	lives	(Arnarsson	&	Bjarnason,	2012).	

The	moments	of	visible	bullying	may	not	be	the	most	important	thing	to	note.	Arnarsson	

and	Bjarnason	(2012)	point	out	that	60%	of	boys	who	subjected	others	to	bullying	in	the	
6th-9th	grades	later	have	at	least	one	sentence	for	a	criminal	offence	by	the	time	they	
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reach	24	years	old	(Arnarsson	&	Bjarnason,	2012,	p.	2)	This	is	extremely	alarming	

information.	Not	only	are	victims	facing	trauma	they	carry	throughout	their	lives,	but	

bullies	themselves	are	becoming	alienated	(Martinez,	2009)	and	making	their	way	into	
even	more	trouble	as	they	progress	into	adulthood.	By	not	addressing	the	ideas	of	

acceptance	and	focusing	only	on	punishment	(Walton,	2011),	we	are	excluding	children	

who	potentially	need	more	help.	This	also	points	out	the	fact	that	being	a	bully	and	
seeking	to	maintain	power	through	negative	means	does	not	end	with	high	school,	but	

extends	to	violent	acts	throughout	a	person’s	lifespan	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002;	2011).	

Once	we	reach	adulthood,	the	phrase	bullying	appears	to	be	dropped	in	favor	of	acts	of	
violence	or	taking	shape	as	oppression	of	minority	groups,	which	are	signs	of	lack	of	self	

control,	manipulative	behavior	and	poor	emotional	regulation	(Kivel,	2002;	2011).	A	

person	who	is	never	taught	emotional	regulation,	self	control	and	acceptance	will	

continue	on	the	same	path	of	violence	that	can	and	will	lead	to	law	breaking	in	early	
adulthood.	

In	addition,	the	amount	of	bullying	in	schools	in	Iceland	seems	to	be	stagnant.	In	the	

year	2006,	8.8%	of	students	experienced	bullying	and	four	years	later	that	number	is	

8,9%	of	students	(Arnarsson	&	Bjarnason,	2012,	p.	3)	The	lack	of	change	over	a	four	year	
period	shows	that	the	problems	of	bullying	do	not	appear	to	be	decreasing.	This	means	

that	educators,	community	leaders	and	those	in	positions	of	power	must	seek	alternative	
methods	to	address	bullying.	This	means	a	shift	in	the	discussions	surrounding	bullying.	
Once	the	discourse	is	able	to	change,	then	change	in	actions	of	the	student	body	can	also	

begin	to	change.	

Phrases	like	this	in	research	are	troubling:		

Increased	understanding	of	bullying	processes	should	help	to	tailor	primary	

and	secondary	programs	to	more	effectively	prevent	bullying	behaviors	and	

victimization	and	tackle	occurrences	of	such	behaviors	at	an	early	stage,	
actions	that	will	benefit	student	health	and	well-being	(Garmy,	et	al,	2018,	p.	

e33).	

Many	schools	have	taken	ideas	like	this	to	mean	that	they	must	eliminate	the	
problem	child	from	the	environment,	or	impress	such	a	threat	of	removal	that	they	

change	their	behaviors	(Martinez,	2009).	By	becoming	more	strict	with	enforcing	zero-

tolerance	bullying	tactics	at	different	stages	of	education,	we	are	increasing	the	risk	of	
more	students	who	are	bullies	being	isolated	from	their	own	communities.	Switching	

schools,	periods	of	suspension	and	other	punishments	for	wrong	behavior	do	nothing	to	

address	the	larger	issue	of	why	bullying	exists	in	the	first	place.	On	the	contrary,	when	a	
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perceived	bad	child	is	removed	from	a	setting,	it	is	quite	possible	that	multiple	aggressors	

who	are	not	happy	with	losing	their	friend	might	pop	up	and	replace	the	original	bully	in	

the	same	environment.	We	do	not	need	to	change	the	children	who	bully	or	are	bullied,	
but	change	the	ideas	of	why	bullying	is	acceptable	as	a	rite	of	passage	(Walton,	2011).	

Gerald	Walton	in	his	paper,	“Spinning	our	wheels:	reconceptualizing	bullying	beyond	

behaviour-focused	approaches”	talks	at	length	about	the	problem	of	bullying	not	being	in	

individual’s	behavioral	issues,	but	rather	reinforced	community	and	societal	perceptions	

on	difference	(Walton,	2011).	Those	who	are	different	are	outcast	and	in	order	to	change	

this,	we	must	reconceptualize	safety	and	diversity.	Although	many	schools	have	in	place	

programs	to	address	these	two	concepts,	they	are	largely	flawed	in	how	they	are	enacted	
(Walton,	2011;	Wernick,	et	al.,	2013).	We	see	this	clearly	in	cases	like	inclusivity	in	safety	

rules	in	schools	(Wernick,	et	al.,	2013)	and	the	idea	of	upholding	diversity	while	not	

embracing	difference	in	the	Canadian	school	system	(Walton,	2011).	As	Walton	(2011)	
advocates,	behaviors	of	individuals	are	not	the	main	problem	to	tackle	here,	but	societal	
support	of	ostracizing	people	and	seeing	difference	as	inherently	bad.	

Changing	the	discourse	on	bullying	is	not	an	easy	thing	to	do.	It	is	neat	and	tidy	to	

identify	the	child	or	adolescent	who	is	the	problem	and	work	toward	stopping	them	from	
visibly	doing	anything	harmful,	or	remove	them	from	the	school	(Martinez,	2009).	
However,	this	is	addressing	only	the	tip	of	a	very	large	and	community	based	iceberg.	

As	Arnarsson	and	Bjarnason	(2012)	say	in	their	research	on	bullying	in	Iceland,	
children	who	are	in	some	way	different	than	others	are	more	likely	to	experience	bullying	

(p.	2)	Young	people	need	to	have	the	idea	of	difference	reconceptualized.	Difference	is	
not	a	bad	thing	that	must	be	eradicated	at	all	costs	in	order	to	maintain	the	status	quo.		

Ethical,	legal,	and	responsible	approaches	to	anti-bullying	in	schools	must	

acknowledge,	address,	and	educate	about	notions	of	difference	so	that	

children	who	are	vilified	for	being	different	(or	perceived	as	such)	are	
accorded	safer	learning	environments	than	currently	is	the	case	in	most	

schools.	As	much	as	doing	so	is	difficult	and	complicated,	it	is	also	crucial	and	

morally	imperative	(Walton,	2011,	p.	142).		

Many	adults,	it	seems,	are	hesitant	to	do	this	work.	In	light	of	adults	being	hesitant,	

the	power	and	onus	of	making	this	change	within	society	should	be	granted	to	the	young	

people	who	are	the	most	at	risk	of	this	on-going	cycle.	Although	we	know	that	bullying	

continues	on	into	adulthood	and	the	rest	of	life	(Arnarsson	&	Bjarnason,	2012;	Van	Der	

Kolk,	2014),	if	we	allow	youth	to	create	change	among	themselves,	we	can	end	the	

process	before	it	begins	for	a	new	generation.	
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The	shift	that	needs	to	happen	means	sending	the	current	system	of	bullying	

management	into	upheaval.	As	Arnarsson	and	Bjarnason	(2012)	write	that	bullying	is	not	

a	problem	of	the	school	system,	but	instead	a	societal	problem	(p.	6).	The	tackling	of	the	
problems	at	hand	need	to	be	removed	from	the	school	system	itself	and	the	onus	needs	

to	be	placed	on	society	at	large.	Since	this	is	currently	not	the	case,	to	make	the	

arguments	for	change,	we	must	first	look	at	what	is	and	what	is	not	done	under	the	
purview	of	the	school	system	currently.	We	must	diagnose	a	problem	before	we	can	

hope	to	heal	it.	
 

	

2.1 	Bystanders	in	Iceland	

Bullying	does	not	happen	in	a	vacuum,	but	with	witnesses,	onlookers	and	more.	The	
bystander	effect	(van	Bommel,	et	al.,	2012)	shows	us	that	when	someone	is	alone	and	

witnesses	an	event	that	should	illicit	outsider	intervention,	they	are	more	likely	to	help	

than	if	they	are	one	in	a	crowd	watching	the	event	happen.	In	today’s	world,	not	only	
physical	presence	of	witnesses	is	possible,	but	digital	presence	as	well.	This	increases	the	

likeliness	of	someone	not	helping	when	they	see	an	act	of	bullying	occur	(van	Bommel,	et	
al.,	2012).	On	2nd	February	2020	in	Kópavogur,	a	neighborhood	in	the	Reykjavík	capital	
area,	a	14-year-old	boy	was	beaten	by	a	group	of	other	boys	as	people	stood	around	and	

watched	(Ómarsdóttir,	2020).	The	incident	made	the	news	in	Iceland	when	one	of	the	
teen’s	peers	uploaded	the	video	to	social	media.	The	incident	took	place	in	multiple	
locations,	all	of	which	had	bystanders	in	the	form	of	bus	drivers,	people	going	shopping	

and	what	appears	to	be	other	teens	and	adults	who	are	walking	around.	No	one	

intervened	and	the	teen	was	hospitalized	due	to	his	injuries	and	had	a	fear	of	returning	

to	school	in	case	he	should	run	into	the	teens	responsible	for	bullying	and	beating	him	

(Kristjánsdóttir,	2020).	In	this	instance	it	is	clear	to	see	that	bystanders	remaining	in	a	

witnessing	role	meant	major	physical	and	mental	harm	to	a	teenage	boy.	They	did	not	

know	they	would	be	held	accountable,	it	would	seem,	so	the	bystander	effect	was	able	to	

happen	successfully	(van	Bommel,	et	al.,	2012).	

With	proper	training	in	how	to	approach	a	bullying	situation,	this	could	have	

changed.	With	proper	training	on	how	to	overcome	peer	pressure	in	the	urge	to	bullying,	

this	could	have	been	prevented.	If	the	bystanders	(van	Bommel,	et	al.,	2012)	had	been	

taught	that	intervention	is	crucial	to	making	a	safe	environment,	the	event	may	have	
never	occurred.	According	to	other	news	articles	(Kristjánsdóttir,	2020)	the	father	of	the	
teen	was	interviewed	and	it	was	revealed	that	this	was	not	the	first	instance	of	the	group	

bullying	this	particular	boy.	Repeated	attacks	and	assaults,	whether	verbal	or	physical,	
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are	the	markers	of	bullying.	This	instance	of	assault	must	be	attributed	to	bullying	and	

not	to	a	single	assault,	meaning	the	problems	in	this	group	mounted	significantly	over	

time.	 

No	outside	help	was	sought	after	by	the	boy	(Kristjánsdóttir,	2020)	and	while	we	do	

not	have	the	details,	it	can	be	imagined	that	there	were	any	number	of	reasons	that	the	

boy	did	not	seek	help	or	step	forward	earlier.	As	we	will	see	later,	parental	and	

community	connections	can	help	strengthen	a	teen’s	choice	to	seek	help	(Mann,	et	al.,	

2015).	This	boy	is	an	immigrant,	a	particularly	difficult	situation	to	be	in.	In	

Kristjánsdóttir’s	(2020)	article	in	which	the	parent	of	the	victim	of	the	attack	steps	

forward,	the	father	paints	a	very	clear	picture	of	the	lack	of	help	for	non-native	speakers	
in	his	encounter	with	the	police.	He	had	gone	into	the	police	station	in	order	to	figure	out	

all	sides	of	the	story	and	press	charges	against	the	teens	who	attacked	his	son	and	was	

told	there	would	be	a	translator	present	to	assist.	However,	when	he	arrived,	there	was	
no	translator	and	nothing	was	able	to	be	done.	There	were	no	charges	pressed	against	
the	multiple	attackers	(Kristjánsdóttir,	2020).	This	simple	lack	of	community	assistance	

which	every	resident	has	a	right	to	can	very	easily	define	why	a	child,	teen	or	even	adult	

may	feel	that	if	they	do	step	forward,	there	will	be	no	help	offered	and	no	recourse.	It	
establishes	an	individual	or	group	of	individuals	as	outsiders	and	targets.	This	incident	

sent	a	clear	message:	bullying	can	and	will	happen	and	victims	can	do	nothing	about	it.	
So	we	as	adults	leave	it	in	the	hands	of	teens	to	resolve	their	issues	without	giving	them	
proper	tools	to	do	so. 

2.2 Safe	Environments	–	For	Whom?	

An	important	aspect	we	need	to	examine	is	the	idea	of	safety.	A	blanket	statement	of	
‘safe	environments’	erases	the	fact	that	not	all	people	are	the	same	and	not	every	

student	can	be	protected	under	a	blanket	of	safety	that	does	not	address	their	needs.	For	

instance,	Walton	(2011)	cites	the	nomenclature	used	that	excludes	students	who	identify	
as	LGBTQ+.	LGBTQ+	identifying	students’	safety	must	involve	different	measures	than	

their	heterosexual	counterparts	in	a	school	environment.	By	not	addressing	individual	

needs	and	the	root	of	conflicts	due	to	differences,	systems	are	neglecting	the	safety	of	all	
students.	Many	people	push	back	against	adding	language	into	school	safety	that	

includes	things	like	sexuality	because	of	the	potential	to	make	parents	who	do	not	

support	LGBTQ+	rights	upset	(Walton,	2011;	Wernick	et	al.,	2013).	However,	change	and	
difficult	discussions	are	necessary	to	actually	create	safety	and	end	the	circular	social	

construct	that	encourages	ostracization	of	those	who	are	seen	to	be	different.	
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In	their	writing	on	LGBTQQ	(Lesbian,	gay,	bisexual,	transgender,	queer,	and	

questioning)	youth	creating	change,	Wernick,	Dessel,	Kulick	and	Graham	(2013)	discuss	

the	use	of	peer	education	on	LGBTQQ	matters.	Their	research	followed	a	group	called	
Riot	Youth	which	utilized	creative	theater	outlets	based	on	Boalian	methods	to	

disseminate	information	about	the	issues	unique	to	LGBTQQ	youth	in	relation	to	bullying	

(Wernick	et	al.,	2013).	This	research	questioned	matters	such	as	using	slurs	and	physical	
violence	against	people	who	are	or	perceived	to	be	LGBTQQ	identifying.	When	the	youth	

asked	their	peers	for	the	reasons	they	do	not	intervene	when	they	see	what	can	be	

described	as	a	hate	crime	occurring,	the	majority	of	the	answers	were	“social	barriers,	a	
lack	of	clarity	or	knowledge	about	the	situation,	lacking	skills	to	broach	these	topics	with	

strangers	and	acquaintances	and	feeling	that	it	does	not	affect	them”	(Wernick	et	al.,	

2013,	p.	1584).	A	lack	of	understanding	what	needs	to	be	different	is	a	driving	motivator	

for	why	change	cannot	occur.	In	addition	to	the	lack	of	understanding,	there	is	the	fear	of	
intervening	when	in	a	crowd	with	not	enough	knowledge,	which	is	a	sign	of	the	bystander	

effect	(van	Bommel	et	al.,	2012)	in	action.	This	is	where	we	can	see	tactics	of	Boalian	
theater	(Boal,	1974/2008;	Burton	et	al.,	2015)	such	as	Image	Theater,	discussed	below,	

be	highly	effective.	If	young	people	are	able	to	identify	states	of	oppression	and	bullying	
and	then	visualize	the	steps	to	enact	actual	change,	the	likelihood	of	safety	increases	
without	adult	interference.	Although	Wernick	et	al.	(2013)	make	the	call	for	change	as	

follows:	“adults	need	to	create	a	safe	climate	and	culture	to	support	bullying	
intervention”	(p.	1084),	it	is	in	educating	the	young	people	involved	that	can	create	the	

most	impactful	change	in	the	long	run.	 

In	order	to	achieve	environments	that	can	be	safer,	everyone	must	be	educated	and	
ready	to	act.	That	is	to	say	that	the	perpetrator	of	bullying	must	be	aware	of	the	harm	

being	done	not	just	to	the	target,	but	their	community	at	large,	the	victim	of	bullying	

must	know	they	are	not	alone,	and	the	bystanders	must	know	that	their	intervention	can	
help	and	not	to	rely	on	a	crowd	and	assume	that	someone	else	will	step	in	(van	Bommel	

et	al.,	2012).	Bullying	can	infiltrate	every	facet	of	youth	society.	Put	simply,	“Bullying	

affects	victims,	the	children	who	bully	and	even	the	peers	who	observe	the	bullying.”	

(LeBlanc,	2001,	p.	411).	In	their	research	on	bullying,	Wernick	et	al.	(2013)	asked	

bystanders	why	they	choose	to	intervene	in	moments	of	bullying,	their	responses	were	

looked	at	in	terms	of	why	they	choose	to	be	allies.	Looking	more	deeply	into	the	

outcomes,	the	students	who	were	surveyed	responded	that	they	were: 

 

motivated	by	allyhood	for	self-interest	(i.e.	students	knew	someone	identifies	

as	LGBTQQ),	allyhood	for	altruism	(i.e.	students	understood	culturally	
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appropriate	language	referring	to	LGBTQQ	people),	and	allyhood	for	social	

justice	(i.e.	bullying	against	anyone	hurts	us	all)	(Wernick,	et	al.,	2013,	p.	

1584).	

There	are	many	opportunities	to	be	an	ally	to	those	being	targeted,	but	young	people	

must	be	educated	on	the	issues	that	affect	those	who	are	different.	Being	queer	is	just	

one	of	many	social	factors	that	affects	how	students	can	be	seen	as	different	by	their	
peers	and	society	at	large.		 

Iceland	in	particular	is	facing	a	dramatic	increase	of	change	in	its	population.	As	of	1	

January	2019,	the	immigrant	population	in	Iceland	was	at	14.1%	(Hagstofa,	2019).	In	

2018	the	percentage	of	immigrants	in	Iceland	was	at	12.6%	(Hagstofa,	2019).	This	is	a	
trend	that	has	been	steadily	increasing	over	the	last	decade	(Hagstofa,	2019)	and	shows	

no	signs	of	slowing	down,	although	with	the	uncertainty	of	travel	due	to	COVID-19,	there	

may	be	a	slight	break	in	the	trend	which	remains	to	be	seen.	In	relation	to	this,	there	are	
many	instances	of	young	people	being	attacked,	we	can	infer,	because	they	are	
immigrants	(Eyþórsdóttir	&	Loftsdóttir,	2019).	Iceland	has	been	struck	with	a	wave	of	

hate	speech	and	public	displays	of	hatred	towards	immigrants	by	way	of	groups	like	

Norðurvígis,	the	Icelandic	chapter	of	the	Nordic	Resistance	Movement	which	is	a	Neo-
Nazi	group	throughout	Europe	(Eyþórsdóttir	&	Loftsdóttir,	2019).	Eyrún	Eyþórsdóttir	and	

Kristín	Loftsdóttir	(2019)	point	out	in	their	research	that	this	surge	in	hate	speech	and	
attacks	on	immigrants	is	also	strengthened	by	not	only	social	media,	but	news	outlets	
and	politicians	or	political	parties.	With	the	endorsement	for	such	acts	by	those	in	

government	and	those	creating	news	media,	it	is	no	wonder	that	bullying	is	targeted	at	

those	who	are	immigrants.	Whether	it	is	because	they	do	not	speak	the	Icelandic	
language,	because	they	look	different	or	have	different	customs	culturally	or	religiously,	

education	on	differences	and	acceptance	can	go	a	long	way	in	changing	this	attitude.	

Bullying	is	more	common	in	smaller	population	density	and	more	likely	to	happen	to	
those	who	speak	a	foreign	language	(Garmy	et	al.,	2018,	p.	e32). 

While	attempts	at	integrating	newcomers	into	a	society,	if	we	simply	work	on	a	

superficial	integration	and	not	education	about	differences,	this	endeavor	will	ultimately	
fail.	It	is	important	that	foreign-born	children,	teens	and	families	have	support	networks	

in	place.	However,	if	those	networks	don’t	extend	to	the	communities	they	exist	in,	they	

will	face	endless	amounts	of	push-back	and	face	never	being	truly	accepted	which	can	
lead	to	an	increase	in	bullying	(Mann	et	al,	2015).	By	working	on	programs	that	provide	

empathy	training,	critical	thinking	and	acceptance,	we	can	pave	the	way	for	a	more	

effective	integration.	 
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Naming	the	things	that	make	a	victim	a	target	for	bullying	is	easy,	but	changing	things	

so	that	target	is	no	longer	as	large	is	a	task	that	will	not	be	easy.	“Collectively,	we	who	

are	invested	in	grappling	with	the	problem	of	bullying	must	engage	with	the	difficulties	
and	tensions	around	social	difference.	It	is	difficult,	controversial,	and	messy	work,	but	

crucial	if	we	are	to	engage	deeply	with	what	it	means	to	bully	and	be	bullied”	(Walton,	

2011	p.	142).	It	is	time	that	we	shift	the	usual	discourse	and	begin	to	introduce	new	
approaches	in	Iceland.	By	creating	a	system	of	using	creative	arts	and	peer	education	

with	young	people,	with	minimal	assistance	from	adults,	we	can	encourage	this	shift	to	

happen	in	a	more	authentic	and	permanent	way.	By	looking	at	and	adapting	theatrical	
methods	in	communities	in	Iceland,	we	can	see	how	change	can	be	implemented	and	

used	to	empower	future	generations	and	inspire	adults	to	also	change.	Iceland	can	be	the	

perfect	place	for	giving	new	methods	of	engaging	change	a	place	to	shine	and	impact	an	

entire	society. 
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3 Rehearsal	for	the	Revolution	–	Theater	of	the	Oppressed	

“I,	Augusto	Boal,	want	the	Spectator	to	take	on	the	role	of	Actor	and	invade	

the	Character	and	the	stage.	I	want	him	to	occupy	his	own	Space	and	offer	

solutions”	(Boal,	1974/2008,	p.	xxi).	

To	use	theater	in	tackling	bullying,	we	must	stray	from	usual	methods.	In	order	to	effect	

deep	change,	we	must	go	beyond	using	characters	to	tell	people	what	they	should	and	

should	not	do	and	instead	allow	the	people	who	are	witnessing	things	on	a	stage	to	feel	

inspired	to	act	(Boal,	1974/2008).	Instead	of	viewing	theater	as	simply	a	finished	product	

to	be	consumed,	we	must	make	a	shift	to	see	theater	as	a	type	of	language	that	can	be	
used.	This	is	discussed	at	length	by	Boal	(2008)	in	his	book	Theater	of	the	Oppressed.	Like	

languages	that	are	spoken,	theater	has	the	potential	to	be	used	as	a	form	of	

communication	that	transcends	the	use	of	only	words	and	cultural	understanding	to	

impart	new	wisdom	to	those	who	are	in	the	audience	and	those	who	are	performing	on	
stage. 

In	acknowledging	this	language	of	theater	(Boal,	1974/2008),	it	is	important	to	note	

that	just	like	the	languages	we	are	more	accustomed	to,	it	can	adapt	and	change	to	suit	
our	needs.	In	the	language	of	theater,	we	know	there	is	a	stage,	actors,	a	story	and	an	
audience	involved.	All	of	these	remain	true	in	Theater	of	the	Oppressed,	however	some	

of	the	conventions	are	broken	and	adapted.	Spectators	are	invited	to	break	the	fourth	
wall	and	join	the	action	on	the	stage	(Boal,	1974/2008).	Theater	does	not	need	to	be	an	

idle	experience. 

A	key	factor	in	using	theater	to	create	change	in	a	society	is	using	art	forms	that	are	
approachable	and	something	that	can	be	used	by	as	many	people	in	the	population	as	

possible.	In	Theater	of	the	Oppressed	(Boal,	1974/2008),	the	audience	is	given	the	chance	
to	become	a	part	of	the	action.	This	method	has	been	adapted	and	used	in	many	studies	

(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009;	Smith	et	al.,	2016;	Hanson,	2012;	Van	Der	

Kolk,	2014),	as	discussed	below,	to	great	impact	on	many	communities. 

In	Theater	of	the	Oppressed	(Boal,	1974/2008),	there	are	three	main	approaches	or	

phases	to	be	explored	after	a	designated	time	in	which	participants	are	trained	to	be	in	

touch	with	their	bodies,	learn	to	communicate	on	a	stage,	and	basic	principles	of	

improvisation.	Those	three	phases	are:	Simultaneous	Dramaturgy,	Image	Theater,	and	
finally	Forum	Theater	(Boal,	1974/2008).	There	is	a	growth	and	development	through	

these	stages	that	empowers	participants	in	significant	ways. 
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In	the	first	phase,	Simultaneous	Dramaturgy	(Boal,	1974/2008,	p.	109),	audience	
members	can	participate	from	the	safety	of	their	own	seats.	A	scene	is	presented	based	

on	an	experience	that	is	offered	by	a	participant.	This	can	be	any	incident	that	had	a	
conflict	involved.	The	actors	of	the	scene	present	the	situation.	 

Having	begun	the	scene,	the	actors	develop	it	to	the	point	at	which	the	main	

problem	reaches	a	crisis	and	needs	a	solution.	Then	the	actors	stop	the	
performance	and	ask	the	audience	to	offer	solutions.	They	improvise	

immediately	all	the	suggested	solutions,	and	the	audience	has	the	right	to	

intervene,	to	correct	the	actions	or	words	of	the	actors,	who	are	obligated	to	
comply	strictly	with	these	instructions	from	the	audience	(Boal,	1974/2008,	p.	

111). 

This	communal	offering	of	solutions	allows	participants	to	learn	how	their	fellow	
community	members	may	deal	with	an	issue,	what	solutions	might	be	possible	and	have	

the	chance	to	observe	from	a	safe	space	as	other	people	try	approaches	that	they	
imagined.	They	are	able	to	view	both	failures	and	success	and	can	remain	physically	and	
mentally	unscathed. 

The	second	phase	is	Image	Theater	(Boal,	1974/2008,	p.	112),	which	is	used	to	
further	help	people	communicate,	in	this	instance	without	words.	A	concept,	real	or	

abstract,	is	presented	to	the	group.	A	participant	is	invited	to	treat	the	other	participants	
as	his	or	her	‘clay’	to	mold	a	static	scene	that	represents	the	concept	that	was	given.	The	
actor	in	this	scene	shapes	their	fellow	performers	into	statues	to	create	a	vignette	that	

can	be	viewed	or	even	photographed.	For	example,	in	many	school	adaptations	of	this	

exercise	a	facilitator	would	encourage	an	actor	to	create	a	scene	of	a	day	at	school	(Boal,	

1974/2008;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009).	According	to	Boal	(2008),	the	process	works	as	

follows:	This	activity	is	done	in	complete	silence,	with	all	aspects	of	the	scene	being	

created	by	an	individual	participant.	Once	the	scene	is	completed	by	the	actor,	they	get	

the	chance	to	ask	the	other	participants	for	input.	The	other	participants	can	voice	their	

opinions	and	suggest	changes.	Once	an	agreement	has	been	reached	by	all	participants,	

the	facilitator	invites	the	actor	to	envision	and	create	what	the	ideal	would	be.	Reality	is	

one	thing,	ideals	are	what	we	strive	for.	Changing	the	human	statues	from	a	negative	

state	to	a	more	positive	and	empowered	state	allows	for	visualization	to	occur	in	a	new	

and	safe	way.	 

As	a	final	step	in	Image	Theater	(Boal,	1974/2008),	the	actor	is	asked	to	create	the	
transitional	scene	between	the	first	real	image	and	the	ideal	image.	This	makes	a	
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participant	have	to	visualize	and	enact	the	steps	that	are	needed	to	create	change	

physically.	Not	just	a	theoretical	discussion	of	changing	something,	but	an	actual	physical	

shift	of	positions	and	representations. 

The	third	phase	discussed	in	Theater	of	the	Oppressed	(Boal,	1974/2008)	is	Forum	

Theater	(Boal,	1974/2008,	p.	117),	a	form	of	theater	that	is	often	utilized	and	adapted	to	

fit	many	situations	in	many	group	dynamics	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Smith	et	al.,	2016).	

Forum	theater	takes	the	idea	of	Simultaneous	Dramaturgy	and	enhances	it,	introducing	
the	shift	from	audience	members	being	simply	spectators	to	‘spectactors’	(Boal,	
1974/2008,	p.	108-135).	Spectactors	take	the	role	of	changing	the	scene	and	influencing	

the	resolution	of	the	event	that	happens.	To	use	Boal’s	own	words: 

First,	the	participants	are	asked	to	tell	a	story	continuing	a	political	or	social	

problem	of	difficult	solution.	Then	a	10-	or	15-minute	skit	portraying	that	

problem	and	the	solution	intended	for	discussion	is	improvised	or	rehearsed,	
and	subsequently	presented.	When	the	skit	is	over,	the	participants	are	asked	
if	they	agree	with	the	solution	presented.	At	least	some	will	say	no.	At	this	

point	it	is	explained	that	the	scene	will	be	performed	once	more,	exactly	as	it	

was	the	first	time.	But	now	any	participant	in	the	audience	has	the	right	to	
replace	any	actor	and	lead	the	action	in	the	direction	that	seems	to	him	most	

appropriate.	The	displaced	actor	steps	aside,	but	remains	ready	to	resume	
action	the	moment	the	participant	considers	his	own	intervention	to	be	
terminated.	The	other	actors	have	to	face	the	newly	created	situation,	

responding	instantly	to	all	the	possibilities	that	it	may	present	(Boal,	

1974/2008,	p.	117). 

This	process	is	repeated	with	various	replacements,	reactions	and	possibilities.	

Audience	members	are	able	to	interact	with	the	scene	in	progress	and	suggest	

alternatives.	These	can	range	from	violent	actions	to	stop	oppression,	or	peaceful	
methods	to	diffuse	a	bad	situation	(Boal,	1974/2008).	The	spectactors	get	to	choose	and	

play	their	ideas	out	to	see	what	may	potentially	happen.	They	are	allowed	to	rehearse	for	

reality	in	a	safe	place. 

Using	this	method	in	theater	is	beneficial	in	many	ways.	The	theater	is	determinately	

a	safe	space.	It	is	not	reality.	It	may	feel	very	real,	especially	as	spectactors	(Boal,	

1974/2008)	get	involved,	but	in	the	end,	a	person	is	simply	playing	a	part.	They	have	
nothing	in	their	livelihood	at	risk.	In	Boal’s	(2008)	use	of	exercises	from	Theater	of	the	
Oppressed	in	the	1970s,	he	often	went	into	communities	that	were	facing	harsh	working	

and	living	conditions.	A	participant	who	is	playing	in	a	scene	in	which	they	are	
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overworked	and	want	to	start	a	union	to	get	better	working	hours	will	have	nothing	at	

risk	by	acting	on	a	stage.	However,	when	approaching	a	boss	in	the	real	world,	their	

livelihood,	future	and	family	all	face	substantial	risk.	By	using	the	stage	and	
improvisation,	people	in	oppressive	situations	can	have	a	practice	run	on	how	they	can	

approach	difficult	issues.	They	can	test	ideas,	hear	feedback	from	both	the	result	of	the	

opposing	actor	as	well	as	the	audience	and	actually	safely	explore	thoughts	they	may	
have	had	on	multiple	occasions.	This	allows	a	person	to	create	a	form	of	muscle	memory	

and	helps	them	articulate	their	needs	in	the	given	situation.	 

Unlike	traditional	theater,	Theater	of	the	Oppressed	(Boal,	1974/2008)	does	not	

require	someone	to	have	theatrical	talent,	just	requires	a	person	to	simply	exist.	A	great	
portion	of	acting	is	giving	yourself	over	to	a	character	and	letting	the	audience	come	

along	for	the	emotional	ride.	However,	in	this	approach	Boal	(2008)	states:	 

The	spectator	delegates	no	power	to	the	character	(or	actor)	either	to	act	or	
to	think	in	his	place;	on	the	contrary,	he	himself	assumes	the	protagonic	role,	
changes	the	dramatic	action,	tries	our	solutions,	discusses	plans	for	change	-	

in	short,	trains	himself	for	real	action.	In	this	case,	perhaps	the	theater	is	not	

revolutionary	in	itself,	but	it	is	surely	a	rehearsal	for	the	revolution	(p.	98). 

Given	that	this	type	of	approach	does	not	require	talent	or	prior	training,	it	can	be	

ideal	to	implement	with	people	of	all	ages.	This	is	one	of	the	main	advantages	of	thinking	
about	using	this	type	of	approach	with	children	and	teens.	 

3.1 Case	Studies	Using	Similar	Approaches	

In	order	to	better	understand	why	implementing	ideas	like	those	in	Theater	of	the	
Oppressed	(Boal,	1974/2008)	in	Iceland	to	combat	bullying	can	be	successful,	it	is	
important	to	analyze	how	related	work	has	been	successful	in	other	places	around	the	

world	to	deal	with	issues	of	inter-	and	intrapersonal	conflict.	There	are	multiple	cases	

that	can	be	looked	at,	both	sponsored	research	as	well	as	ongoing	initiatives	that	utilize	
methods	similar	to	those	in	Theater	of	the	Oppressed	(Boal,	1974/2008).	

Many	versions	of	Theater	of	the	Oppressed	that	are	used	with	teens	have	been	
altered	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009;	Smith	et	al.,	2016).	It	is	difficult	to	

facilitate	a	program	that	encourages	a	change	in	power	dynamics	when	it	is	a	teacher,	an	

automatic	authority	figure	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002;	2011),	telling	teens	what	they	should	

and	should	not	do.	In	order	to	bypass	this	power	imbalance,	the	best	suggestion	is	to	

take	a	program	like	this	out	of	schools.	Schools	create	too	much	of	a	difficult	

environment	to	support	the	growth	of	a	program	initiating	this	kind	of	change	(LeBlanc,	
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2001;	Limber,	2004;	Martinez,	2009;	Shaw,	2018).	As	shown	below,	bureaucratic	hurdles	

can	mean	the	end	of	a	program	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009),	teachers	who	are	not	

confident	in	their	abilities	to	lead	something	new	cause	projects	to	be	abandoned	(Shaw,	
2018)	and	there	often	isn’t	a	budget	to	bring	in	a	new	teacher	who	is	able	to	

facilitate.		Below	are	a	number	of	case	studies	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009;	Hanson,	2010.	

Smith,	et	al.,	2016)	that	explore	the	workings	of	programs	using	adapted	Forum	Theater	
(Boal,	1974/2008)	to	combat	issues	of	bullying,	inequality	and	overcoming	effects	of	

trauma	like	bullying.	 

3.2 Acting	Against	Bullying	

One	of	the	strongest	cases	to	underline	the	varied	levels	of	success	that	using	Forum	
Theater	(Boal,	1974/2008)	and	applied	theater	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	

2009)	can	engender	is	a	study	done	in	Australia	in	the	Acting	Against	Bullying	program.	In	
this	study,	researchers	Bruce	Burton	and	John	O’Toole	(2009)	introduced	a	three	year	

program	to	schools	in	Australia	addressing	the	question:	“Is	it	possible	to	develop	an	

ongoing,	whole-school	program	using	applied	theater	that	will	effectively	address	the	
issue	of	bullying	in	schools?”	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009,	p.4)	 

In	their	approach	to	this	question	Burton	et	al.	(2015)	write	about	how	Acting	

Against	Bullying	managed	to	impact	a	number	of	facets	of	school	life	to	alter	the	course	
of	bullying	across	the	schools	their	research	was	conducted	in. 

Acting	Against	Bullying	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009)	used	what	would	be	
called	Enhanced	Forum	Theater	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	p.	4)	to	teach	about	bullying	and	also	

empowered	students	to	lead	in	peer	education,	which	is	a	potentially	crucial	aspect	of	

success	for	programs	like	this.	

3.2.1	Process	Drama	and	Adapting	Forum	Theater 

As	discussed	above,	Forum	Theater	(Boal,	1974/2008)	can	be	widely	adaptable	since	the	

crucial	part	of	it	is	the	experience	of	participants.	In	New	South	Wales,	a	program	called	
Cooling	Conflict	(Burton,	et	al.,	2015)	adapted	Forum	Theater	to	express	the	three	stages	
of	bullying,	namely	latent,	emerging	and	manifest.	These	three	concepts	were	used	to	

mirror	the	actions	taking	place	in	acting	skits	and	scenes	related	to	bullying,	allowing	
students	to	learn	about	the	escalation	of	events	by	applying	theatrical	method	and	

learning.	Much	like	classical	theater,	this	can	correspond	to	the	three	acts	in	a	play.	To	

further	underscore	the	fact	that	there	are	three	levels	of	conflict,	Applied	Theater	is	often	
presented	in	three	scenes	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009).	These	scenes	
can	follow	the	path	of	latent,	emerging	and	manifest	conflicts	to	follow	the	teaching	

about	bullying.	This	can	help	hammer	home	the	three	occurrences	that	can	be	tracked	in	
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order	to	help	people	address	bullying	in	the	real	world,	including	witnesses	or	bystanders	

(van	Bommel	et	al.,	2012).	

Another	adaptation	that	had	been	added	since	Boal	(2008)	originated	Forum	Theater	

in	the	19070s	and	1980s	is	the	use	of	a	persona	called	The	Joker	(Burton,	et	al.,	2015)	The	
Joker	is	the	unofficial	host	and	the	one	who	drives	any	scene	forward	when	audience	

participation	is	needed.	They	are	the	person	in	Forum	and	Applied	Theater	who	asks	

pertinent	questions	of	the	audience,	asks	for	suggestions,	controls	the	events	on	the	

stage	(such	as	when	a	scene	should	start	and	when	something	isn’t	working)	and	is	the	

go-between	for	actors	and	audience	members	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	

2009).	This	is	a	helpful	tool	to	implement	when	a	show	that	is	based	on	Forum	Theater	or	
Adapted	Theater	is	presented,	opening	the	experience	up	to	a	larger	array	of	people	who	
have	not	been	trained.	It	is	a	great	way	to	introduce	audience	members	to	the	new	form	

of	theatrical	language	(Boal,	1974/2008)	that	this	method	of	theater	uses.	 

In	Applied	Theater,	participants	learn	new	levels	of	exploration	in	the	art	form.	As	the	

researchers	on	the	Acting	Against	Bullying	program	describe:	 

The	essential	characteristic	of	process	drama	is	that	it	is	not	for	performance,	

but	for	experiencing	and/or	exploring	a	dramatic	(fictional)	situation...	The	
participants	classically	start	from	a	basis	of	experiential	role-play	-	‘building	
belief’	sufficient	to	enacting	naturalistically	how	they	might	respond	

themselves	in	that	situation	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009). 

This	is	another	layer	that	allows	theatrical	learning	to	be	accessible	to	people,	

regardless	of	talent	or	education.	Anyone	can	be	an	actor	and	participant	by	reenacting	

what	we	do	naturally	as	children	participating	in	role	play	with	our	peers.	Applied	Theater	
(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009)	also	uses	techniques	such	as	‘thought-

tracking’	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009,	p.	6),	a	process	in	which	audience	members	can	freeze	

the	action	taking	place	in	order	to	hear	the	character’s	inner	monologue	and	better	
understand	what	they	are	thinking	and	what	is	motivating	their	actions.	 

Using	a	blend	of	Forum	Theater	and	Applied	Theater,	the	facilitators	created	a	

method	called	Enhanced	Forum	Theater	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009,	p.	6).	By	blending	

Forum	and	Applied	Theater	together,	the	facilitators	were	able	to	more	successfully	

engage	audiences	and	participants,	encouraging	them	to	delve	deeper	into	critical	

thinking	about	what	they	were	watching	and	experiencing.	A	key	addition	that	was	

introduced	in	Enhanced	Forum	Theater	was	the	‘fourth	scene’	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009,	
p.	6).	This	is	added	on	to	the	traditional	three	scenes	used	in	Applied	Theater.	In	this	
fourth	scene,	the	audience	is	encouraged	to	work	together	in	smaller	groups	to	decide	
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who	in	the	scene	is	best	placed	to	de-escalate	the	conflict	occurring.	The	groups	relay	

their	decisions	to	the	actors	who	then	improvise	the	scene.	Alternatively	to	the	actors	

improvising,	audience	members	can	also	step	in	and	role-play	their	decision	in	the	
changes	that	they	have	made. 

The	encouragement	of	critical	discussion	is	also	helpful	in	allowing	participants	to	

hear	other	ideas	than	their	own.	Part	of	the	role	of	The	Joker	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	

&	O’Toole,	2009)	is	to	encourage	the	sharing	of	ideas	and	making	sure	there	is	space	for	

all	voices	to	be	heard.	This	encouragement	and	mediating	of	sharing	ideas	can	help	

young	people	from	all	walks	of	life	and	experiences	have	an	influence	on	what	they	are	

watching.	Oftentimes	the	researchers	found	that	the	kids	watching	the	show	forgot	they	
were	watching	a	performance	and	got	so	invested	in	the	scene	that	the	theater	was	

completely	forgotten	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009).	It	was	simply	a	

situation	in	front	of	them,	and	one	which	they	can	actually	suggest	ways	to	change	the	
outcome.	This	kind	of	engagement	takes	away	feelings	of	hopelessness	that	may	be	felt	
when	kids	face	these	situations	in	the	real	world.	As	mentioned	above,	the	theater	is	a	

safe	space	where	the	events	are	not	actually	real,	which	allows	people	to	not	experience	

a	fight,	flight	or	freeze	response	(Van	Der	Kolk,	2014)	when	seeing	something	difficult.	
With	the	encouragement	of	The	Joker,	audience	members,	in	this	case	adolescents	and	

children	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009),	are	able	to	even	more	deeply	
internalize	that	this	is	not	real,	there	is	not	a	risk	to	anyone	involved.	It	can	inspire	them	
to	want	to	stand	up	and	do	something.	“Through	this,	the	research	shows,	their	

knowledge	about	conflict	and	bullying	becomes	much	more	explicit	-	they	become	
personally	engaged”	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009,	p.	6).	By	educating	in	a	way	that	causes	
such	deep	emotional	investment	by	the	kids	who	are	being	taught,	this	program	was	able	

to	help	with	not	only	the	ability	to	recognize	the	steps	of	bullying,	the	eventual	build	up	

of	situations,	but	also	allowed	the	kids	to	feel	more	confident	in	their	knowledge	of	how	
to	intervene	when	they	encountered	similar	instances	in	the	real	world.	 

Allowing	for	a	rehearsal	of	what	to	say,	when	to	say	it	and	how	that	may	play	out	can	

be	helpful	through	educational	transference	(Lieb,	1991).	These	skills	can	be	transferred	
into	actual	conflicts.	Of	course,	as	with	anything	in	life,	it	is	not	perfect	or	foolproof.	It	

may	not	even	work	for	some	young	people,	but	the	fact	that	bystanders,	bullies	and	

those	who	are	bullied	have	a	chance	to	try	it	out	and	learn	the	movements	of	change	can	
have	a	major	impact	on	their	social	situation. 

Resisting	being	bullied	can	be	dangerous	to	students	if	they	do	not	have	support	

from	those	around	them	and	do	not	know	how	to	ask	for	it	before	it	is	too	late. 
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By	understanding	the	process	of	bullying,	the	bullied	students	were	

empowered	to	keep	resisting	the	bullies	and	to	seek	support	from	

bystanders.	The	other	students	realise	their	power	position	as	a	bystander	
and	this	also	empowered	them.	I	have	seen	a	few	cases	of	extreme	bullying	

turn	around	through	this.	(Year	9	teacher)	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009,	p.	10) 

Although	it	can	be	uncomfortable	to	learn,	it	is	crucial	that	students	learn	to	see	the	
steps	of	bullying	and	know	how	to	identify	escalators.	By	escalating	a	conflict,	things	will	

eventually	burst	into	violence	(Kivel,	2002).	This	is	where	training	in	de-escalating	tactics	

can	be	very	important	to	avoiding	the	worst	possible	outcome	of	physical	abuse	or	
mental	abuse	by	bullies.	

3.	2.	2	Peer	Education	

One	aspect	of	the	Acting	Against	Bullying	study	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	

2009)	that	was	proven	very	effective	was	the	use	of	peer	education.	In	the	format	of	this	

three	year	study,	the	researchers	and	facilitators	began	by	working	with	teachers	to	

educate	seniors	in	secondary	school	the	concepts	of	drama,	bullying	management	

techniques	and	finally	Enhanced	Forum	Theater	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	
2009).	Once	the	seniors	in	the		schools	had	a	firm	grasp	on	the	concepts	and	their	

abilities	to	share	that	information,	they	were	then	sent	to	teach	younger	classes	in	their	

schools.	They	used	the	same	framework	that	they	were	taught	and	used	the	same	
enactment	strategies.	There	were	three	scenes	and	The	Joker	present.	This	was	led	by	

students	and	for	students	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009).		

First	the	younger	students	were	able	to	participate	as	spectactors	(Boal,	1974/2008)	

for	a	presentation	of	an	Enhanced	Forum	Theater	show.	They	got	to	experience	what	it	is	
like	to	be	in	the	audience	and	learn	to	become	invested	in	the	ideas.	This	was	then	
underlined	with	follow	ups	with	bullying	management	techniques	and	education	on	how	

to	perform	a	show	like	this.	The	seniors,	with	some	assistance	from	their	own	teachers,	
led	this	step	until	the	younger	classes	were	educated	and	confident	enough	to	be	able	to	

run	their	own	version	of	Enhanced	Forum	Theater	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	
2009).	 

In	the	next	stage,	known	as	the	‘first-relay’	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009,	p.	7),	the	

younger	students	went	to	the	local	primary	school	to	teach	more	students	in	the	same	

method.	This	time,	they	were	assisted	by	their	senior	peers	and	no	teachers.	This	type	of	

peer	to	peer	education	can	allow	for	more	dynamic	changes.	Young	people	are	more	in	
touch	with	what	is	relevant	to	them	than	any	teacher	or	adult	can	be	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	

2002;	2011).	Putting	the	education	process	in	the	hands	of	students	allows	for	the	most	
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relevant	issues	to	be	front	and	center	as	things	develop	and	are	addressed.	The	

researchers	use	the	term	“contextual	distinctness,”	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009,	p.	8)	which	

is	an	important	thing	to	note.	There	is	no	one	size	fits	all	solution	for	issues	such	as	
bullying,	but	rather	the	need	for	dynamic	adjustment.	 

Further	relays	were	held	as	needed,	reaching	children	and	teens	of	all	ages	in	schools	

to	create	this	lasting	and	ingrained	change.	As	children	grew	and	went	into	new	grades	in	

school	and	reached	new	levels	of	maturity,	they	were	trusted	with	the	power	of	

educating	those	who	follow	in	their	footsteps	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	

2009).	They	were	given	tools	to	not	only	address	bullying	in	the	real	world,	but	to	

develop	a	shared	language	of	how	to	address	bullying.	Sharing	a	common	vocabulary	and	
knowledge	about	such	a	massive	issue	can	help	when	it	comes	time	to	deal	with	the	

problems	that	arise.	Children	and	teens	can	then	better	understand	what	is	happening	in	

their	social	surroundings	and	be	more	aware.	Oftentimes	it	is	easier	for	someone	to	say	
they	didn’t	notice	anything	negative	happening	or	hide	within	a	crowd	(van	Bommel	et	
al.,	2012),	but	with	education	on	not	just	the	act	of	bullying	itself,	but	the	build	up	that	

leads	to	it,	things	become	harder	to	deny. 

Peer	education	can	be	crucially	important,	especially	in	instances	like	the	researchers	

experienced	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009;	Burton	et	al.,	2015)	where	primary	school	teachers	
were	unwilling	to	teach	theater	related	programs	because	of	their	own	fears	of	not	being	

well	versed	enough	to	accomplish	what	is	needed.	By	examining	that,	we	can	conclude	
that	if	leaders	encourage	young	people,	regardless	of	the	setting,	and	do	not	tell	them	

they	will	be	unable	to	accomplish	something,	they	can	and	likely	will	believe	it	can	be	

accomplished.	By	empowering	younger	generations,	the	seeds	for	change	and	a	
revolution	(Boal,	1974/2008)	in	how	we	approach	bullying	can	take	place	in	a	positive	

way	that	isn’t	authoritarian,	but	shared	and	appreciated.		

3.2.3	Building	Empathy	

During	the	course	of	the	study	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009),	one	of	the	
biggest	motivators	for	young	people	making	change	in	their	school	and	communities	was	

building	a	feeling	of	empathy.	Through	the	Enhanced	Forum	Theater	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	

Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009)	techniques	and	performances,	the	students	were	able	to	
experience	what	it	was	like	to	be	in	various	roles.	Bystanders	and	bullies	were	able	to	get	

a	glimpse	into	how	it	felt	to	be	a	victim	of	bullying.	By	students	getting	the	chance	to	put	

themselves	safely	into	the	roles	of	another	person,	they	are	able	to	look	outside	of	their	
worldview	and	experience.	By	interacting	with	audience	members	who	may	say	“that's	

not	right”	during	a	scene	or	skit,	the	actor	gets	a	chance	to	experience	a	different	range	
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of	emotions.	In	addition,	the	level	of	vulnerability	that	is	involved	offers	the	chance	to	

look	past	the	facade	that	people	put	on	in	order	to	survive	from	day	to	day	(Kivel	&	

Creighton,	2002;	2011).	This	helps	build	empathy	among	participants,	whether	they	are	
practicing	together	to	present	to	an	audience,	or	sitting	in	the	audience	and	observing,	

asking	questions	and	engaging	in	critical	thinking.	

By	building	these	opportunities	to	connect,	young	people	have	the	opportunity	to	

step	outside	of	the	box	of	what	is	expected	of	them	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002;	2011).	By	

making	a	space	safe	enough	to	exchange	ideas	about	power	dynamics	used	in	bullying,	

people	are	able	to	expose	sides	of	themselves	that	they	may	not	have	otherwise.	To	ask	a	

victim	how	it	feels	to	be	bullied	can	be	impactful.	To	ask	a	bully	why	they	are	doing	
something	to	harm	another	makes	people	pause	and	think	twice.	All	students	going	in	

with	the	same	goal,	to	make	a	less	violent	environment,	means	that	everyone	can	start	to	

think	of	putting	themselves	in	an	open	and	candid	state	of	mind	in	order	to	affect	change	
on	the	entire	student	body. 

It	is	important	to	mention	another	set	of	three	that	plays	heavily	into	the	Enhanced	

Forum	Theater	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009)	method	when	related	to	

bullying.	This	is	the	overarching	roles	of	the	characters:	the	bully,	the	bullied	and	the	
bystander.	Defining	the	line	between	bully	and	bystander	can	be	difficult	(van	Bommel	et	
al.,	2012),	especially	if	we	think	about	the	fact	that	many	times	group	bullying	is	quite	

visible.	It	is	easy	for	humans	to	be	swept	up	in	mob	mentality	(van	Bommel	et	al.,	2012),	
especially	if	they	do	not	take	the	time	to	consider	what	can	be	developing	before	things	

get	out	of	hand.	With	programs	that	educate	on	the	two	phases	of	conflict	escalation,	

namely	latent	and	emerging	bullying,	the	bystanders	can	learn	to	stop	things	from	
progressing.	By	empowering	bystanders	with	knowledge,	they	can	make	an	informed	

choice	on	what	to	do	in	situations	that	can	become	dangerous	over	time. 

Through	the	three	years	of	the	Acting	Against	Bullying	project	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	
Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009),	an	interesting	observation	was	made.	The	person	to	most	likely	

successfully	intervene	in	a	bullying	scene	or	skit	was	the	bystander.	The	bystander	was	

used	in	intervention	more	than	the	bullies	or	bullied	combined.	This	sheds	light	on	why	it	

is	so	important	to	explore	dynamics	of	group	bullying,	as	we	see	later	in	Icelandic	

research	(Mann	et	al.,	2015)	on	the	matter.	Although	empowering	those	who	are	being	

oppressed	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002;	2011)	in	the	context	of	bullying	is	necessary	and	

deeply	needed,	engaging	bystanders	to	not	just	stand	idle	can	be	the	largest	step	taken	

to	eradicate	bullying.	 
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Not	only	did	the	Acting	Against	Bullying	program	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	

O’Toole,	2009)	empower	those	who	were	bullied	to	speak	up,	but	through	building	

empathy	it	changed	the	actions	of	the	bullies	as	well.	 

Teachers	generally	agreed	they	saw	positive	changes	in	the	more	problematic	

students’	attitudes	towards	bullying	after	they	had	participated	in	the	

program.	Interestingly,	students	who	had	previously	displayed	bullying	
tendencies	often	became	the	leading	advocates	of	the	program	during	the	

peer-teaching	sessions	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009,	p.	10). 

This	is	a	very	important	thing	to	come	out	of	the	study	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	
O’Toole,	2009).	Teens	and	children	no	longer	bullying	other	people	is	the	goal.	Not	only	

does	this	accomplish	that,	but	gives	those	individuals	positive	attention	and	power	that	

they	may	have	needed	previously	but	had	no	outlet	for.	By	giving	young	people	a	chance	
to	change	and	not	holding	their	past	against	them,	we	see	here	that	they	can	be	powerful	
and	meaningful	forces	of	community	building,	social	connection	and	advocating	for	a	

more	peaceful	environment.	 

In	utilizing	peer	education,	young	people	can	also	overcome	some	of	these	unhealthy	

societal	mentalities	(Walton,	2011).	Around	the	world	parents	hear	the	phrase	“kids	will	
be	kids”	when	it	comes	to	conflict.	In	places	like	Iceland,	where	families	are	closely	knit	

and	multiple	generations	are	involved	in	raising	children,	bullying	has	carried	on	
intergenerationally	and	many	parents	can	maintain	the	mentality	of	bullying	as	a	rite	of	
passage	(Walton,	2011).	A	society	that	is	culturally	isolated	and	remains	small	will	likely	

be	more	resistant	to	change.	In	his	writing	about	reframing	bullying	as	a	social	construct	

rather	than	a	behavioral	issue,	Walton	writes:	 

Prior	to	about	1980,	bullying	was	largely	considered	to	be	a	standard	feature	

of	schooling,	potentially	a	positive	one	by	which	children	would	develop	

character	and	coping	skills.	Most	people	considered	it	just	part	of	growing	up.	
Some	parents	believed	(and	some	still	do)	that	having	to	face	bullies	

toughens	up	their	children,	particularly	their	sons.	Having	to	defend	oneself	

against	bullies	builds	character,	and	such	character	development	is	crucial	for	

becoming	a	man,	or	so	the	rationalization	goes	(p.	138). 

By	empowering	young	people	to	reject	violence	and	instead	have	them	teach	and	

learn	together,	we	can	get	rid	of	the	idea	that	things	have	always	been	that	way	and	will	

continue	on	this	way,	especially	in	a	country	as	small	and	closely	knit	as	Iceland.	Just	

because	a	father	has	dealt	with	bullying	does	not	mean	that	his	son	should	as	well.	Just	



	

30	

because	a	mother	was	a	bully	doesn’t	mean	her	daughter	must	be	as	well.	We	can	

encourage	a	generational	change	by	educating	the	younger	generation	and	guiding	them	

without	carrying	on	the	baggage	of	the	previous	generation.	 

Building	empathy	for	the	struggle	of	others	can	create	massive	changes	in	social	

structures.	When	bystanders	became	more	active	in	intervening,	they	denied	the	bullies	

the	power	they	craved	(Burton	&	O’Toole	2009).	By	simply	walking	away,	not	watching	

the	violent	video	or	not	chiming	in,	the	bully	loses	his	or	her	stage	and	thus	their	power	

which	takes	away	part	of	the	appeal	of	what	they	are	doing. 

3.3 The	Possibility	Project	

The	next	project	that	is	significant	in	the	call	to	use	theater	as	a	vehicle	for	change	is	The	

Possibility	Project	(Smith	et	al.,	2016;	Hanson,	2012).	Established	in	1994,	The	Possibility	

Project	(formerly	called	City	at	Peace-	National)	is	a	program	for	teens	aged	13-19	that	
works	to	empower	and	create	non-violent	change	in	the	lives	of	participants	and	their	

environment	that	is	youth-led.	Currently	operating	in	multiple	locations	across	the	US,	

The	Possibility	Project	has	shown	astounding	results.	While	the	project	does	not	address	
bullying	specifically,	it	addresses	social	power	imbalances	which	are	the	cause	of	bullying.	

It	is	important	to	note	that	this	program	is	not	run	in	school	or	during	school	hours,	but	
strictly	during	leisure	time. 

3.3.1 The	Process	

First	and	foremost,	The	Possibility	Project	does	not	choose	participants	based	on	talent,	
but	rather	on	motivation	to	create	change	and	stop	violence	(“The	Possibility	Project	-	

Approach”	n.d.).	One	might	imagine	that	this	being	the	case,	those	who	are	exposed	to	

violence	may	not	be	keen	on	participating,	but	as	many	years	of	developed	productions	

have	shown,	this	is	simply	not	the	case.	Many	participants	open	up	about	extreme	

violence	they	have	experienced,	participated	in	and	witnessed	(Hanson,	2012;	Smith	et	

al.,	2016).	It	involves	the	bullied,	bullies	and	bystanders.	The	facilitators	seek	out	young	
people	who	have	some	kind	of	a	spark	in	rehearsal,	whether	it	is	negative	or	positive.	

They	look	for	those	who	seem	intent	on	creating	change,	those	who	have	strong	opinions	

and	those	who	don’t	seem	as	engaged	(Smith	et	al.,	2016).	By	blending	these	qualities	in	
cast	members,	the	program	is	able	to	encourage	peer	support	and	change	within	

individuals	as	well	as	the	group	as	a	whole.	

The	program	lasts	approximately	9	months	and	gives	the	participants	training	in	

theatre,	writing,	dance,	music,	conflict	resolution	and	social	action	(“The	Possibility	
Project	-	Approach”	n.d.).	The	process	brings	participants	to	greater	depths	as	the	year	

progresses.	By	using	physical	arts	to	explore	ideas,	participants	are	able	to	become	more	
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aware	of	their	bodies	and	voices	and	how	they	can	be	powerful	tools	to	create	much	

needed	change,	much	like	Boal	(2008)	pushed	for	in	his	work.	 

The	theater	driven	part	of	this	program	is	largely	based	in	exercises	demonstrated	in	

Theater	of	the	Oppressed	(Boal,	1974/2008).	In	order	for	the	group	to	face	challenging	
subjects	that	need	to	be	changed	in	their	communities,	the	participants	need	to	build	

trust	with	one	another.	Teamwork	and	team	building	exercises	are	used	throughout	the	

entire	process	to	make	sure	the	cast	is	connected	and	later	to	remind	them	of	their	

strong	foundation	of	trust	and	acceptance	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002).	As	this	is	a	voluntary	

program	that	only	happens	outside	of	the	confines	of	a	school’s	curriculum,	it	is	

important	that	participants	are	dedicated	to	one	another	and	to	the	work	they	are	going	
to	take	part	in.	This	is	something	that	the	cast	of	participants	agrees	to	with	a	set	of	rules	

they	help	to	create	and	uphold	together,	known	as	the	First	Agreements	(Smith	et	al.,	

2016).	With	these	agreements,	it	creates	a	safe	space	that	ensures	intersectional	safety	
measures	are	in	place	for	all	participants	and	allows	each	member	to	commit	to	doing	
their	best	to	uphold	the	safety	and	accountability	measures	in	place	(“The	Possibility	

Project	-	Approach”	n.d.).	It	is	crucial	that	this	program	does	not	become	coercive	in	the	

form	of	participants	needing	it	in	order	to	succeed	in	school	or	to	get	good	grades.	
Instead,	it	is	a	safe	world	which	they	can	build	together	and	shape	together.	Although	

ideas	are	introduced	by	facilitators,	the	space	clearly	becomes	youth	owned	and	driven	
(Hanson,	2012;	Smith	et	al.,	2016).	The	adults	are	present,	but	are	not	the	authority	but	
leaders	among	other	leaders	who	happen	to	be	teenagers. 

After	introductory	training	in	basic	improvisation	and	stage	presence,	the	cast	is	

brought	into	day-long	discussions	about	various	power	imbalances,	including	racism,	
sexism,	classism,	ageism,	homophobia	and	other	dynamics	that	often	can	lead	to	

violence	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002,	2011).	After	discussions	and	a	focus	on	building	allies	

across	imbalances,	the	cast	is	split	into	smaller	groups	and	create	short	theatrical	scenes	
based	on	their	own	lives.	 

As	the	scenes	are	presented,	facilitators	take	notes	and	compile	the	information,	

recording	details	of	what	happens	in	the	scene	and	how	it	is	resolved	or	not.	 

 

The	mini-narratives	the	participants	present	are	often	about	traumas	or	

deeply	rooted	conflicts.	Such	sound	bites	about	complex	life	issues	can	give	

the	participants	only	a	foothold	to	start	a	learning	journey.	Indeed,	over-

simplified	views	of	complex	issues	also	dominate	the	short	skits	the	youth	

present	early	in	the	program.	The	skits	are	often	stereotypic	and	sometimes	
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preachy.	This	fragmented	and	simplified	worldview	would	be	problematic	if	

the	program	stopped	there.	Sharing	one’s	story	and	relating	experience	to	

powerful	social	concepts	(race,	class,	etc.)	are	first	steps,	but	not	enough	
(Hanson,	2012). 

Although	this	first	step	is	limited	and	often	not	deep	enough	to	create	lasting	change	

in	the	cast,	these	scenes	are	later	revisited.	In	addition	to	portraying	the	scenes,	the	cast	
is	invited	to	suggest	how	they	would	like	to	see	things	change,	how	they	feel	and	are	

given	the	opportunity	to	share	their	experience	of	the	scene	as	audience	members	

(Smith	et	al.,	2016).	 

After	weeks	of	exploring	intense	topics	and	sharing	personal	life	stories	(Hanson,	

2012),	the	cast	grows	a	strong	connection	and	bond	with	one	another.	Tensions	often	

run	high	and	things	are	not	always	peaceful	as	people	learn	to	unpack	trauma	they	have	

experienced.	The	facilitators,	with	the	help	of	a	production	team	of	participants,	work	
together	to	make	the	environment	of	the	program	safe.	The	Production	Team	(“The	
Possibility	Project	-	Approach”	n.d.)	is	a	group	of	participants	who	meet	weekly	in	order	

to	plan	and	share	information	about	the	program,	talk	about	potential	problems	and	

make	sure	they	maintain	contact	with	the	entire	cast.	Sometimes	casts	can	reach	over	60	
participants,	which	means	this	is	no	easy	feat.	It	becomes	very	important	that	no	one	is	

left	feeling	like	an	outsider.	This	job	falls	to	the	young	people	in	the	program.	Adults	are	
not	the	ones	asking	people	to	participate,	but	their	own	peers	are.	The	empathy	in	
shared	experience	drives	the	cast	to	keep	going	and	work	hard	on	what	they	are	doing	

(Smith	et	al.,	2016). 

After	the	scenes	and	issues	have	all	been	addressed,	the	Production	Team	along	with	

an	artistic	team	of	facilitators	create	the	outline	of	a	musical	show	to	be	written	by	the	

cast	(“The	Possibility	Project	-	Approach”	n.d.).	There	are	a	number	of	storylines	that	take	

place	in	tandem	during	the	show	and	each	thread	is	only	loosely	presented	to	the	larger	
cast.	Once	roles	have	been	given	out,	the	cast	works	in	their	smaller	group	of	storyline	

partners	to	develop	a	full-length	musical	show. 

This	process	is	where	the	surface	ideas	and	preachy	storylines,	as	Hanson	(2012)	calls	

them,	presented	earlier	are	more	deeply	explored.	This	is	where	other	techniques	like	

Applied	Theater	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009)	and	aspects	of	Theater	of	the	Oppressed	(Boal,	
1974/2008)	come	into	play.	Each	storyline,	based	on	the	true	story	of	someone	in	the	

cast,	is	developed	into	a	pertinent	component	of	the	show.	 

The	layout	of	the	show	mirrors	the	three	scenes	used	by	Enhanced	Forum	Theater	

(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009;	Burton	et	al.,	2015).	Each	story	arch	has	an	opening	sequence	in	
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which	the	perception	is	of	everything	being	status	quo	and	comfortable,	the	tension	rises	

and	crescendos	in	a	crisis	moment	for	all	storylines,	and	finally	resolutions	begin	to	take	

shape.	Not	all	resolutions	give	the	character	the	best	possible	outcome	in	the	end,	
although	everyone	getting	happy	endings	could	be	accomplished	through	the	art	of	the	

staged	production	not	being	real	life.	However,	although	not	everything	is	always	the	

most	ideal	at	the	end,	the	goal	is	to	leave	the	feeling	of	hope	for	the	audiences	and	
participants	(“The	Possibility	Project	-	Approach”	n.d.).	Life	isn’t	perfect,	but	there	is	

always	hope	that	we	can	improve	some	things.	 

After	the	show,	the	cast	works	together	on	community	action	projects	(“The	

Possibility	Project	-	Approach”	n.d.).	These	are	completely	youth	led,	designed	and	
implemented.	This	is	taking	the	concepts	of	change	and	putting	them	into	reality	in	

tangible	actions.	Oftentimes	the	community	action	projects	are	carried	out	over	the	

course	of	years,	meaning	that	new	participants	get	involved	and	allow	the	movement	of	
change	to	grow.	

3.3.2 Social	and	Emotional	Learning	

One	major	aspect	that	is	focused	on	in	the	design	of	The	Possibility	Project	is	called	Social	

and	Emotional	Learning	(Smith	et	al.,	2016).	The	Possibility	Project	features	as	one	of	
eight	programs	in	the	Social	and	Emotional	Challenge	in	the	SEC	guidebook:	Preparing	
Youth	to	Thrive	(Smith,	et	al,	2016).	As	they	explain:	

While	there	are	many	ways	to	define	and	discuss	the	importance	of	social	and	
emotional	skills	for	adolescents,	a	great	deal	can	be	summarized	using	the	

terms	self-regulation	and	agency.	In	general,	an	adolescent's	ability	to	self-

regulate	-	to	manage	emotions,	attention,	motivations	and	behavior	to	

achieve	specific	purposes-	is	related	to	a	wide	range	of	positive	outcomes.	
Perhaps	more	importantly,	the	ability	to	intentionally	shift	focus	away	from	

environmental	cues	that	cause	reactive	or	negative	emotional	responses,	or	
to	choose	to	be	in	environments	adolescents	use	self-regulatory	powers	to	

ignore	distractions	or	to	choose	environments	that	have	higher	

developmental	potential,	they	are	often	referred	to	as	having	agency.	Social	

and	emotional	skills	are	action	skills	(Smith,	et	al.,	2016,	p.	6).	

This	description	gives	us	a	glimpse	of	how	these	tactics	can	be	specifically	applied	in	

the	effort	to	curtail	bullying	among	young	people.	By	creating	self-regulation	and	agency,	

young	people	are	given	the	chance	to	find	solutions	that	are	not	bullying	by	removing	
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themselves	from	situations	that	can	encourage	negative	interactions	and	development	of	

the	self. 

Social	and	Emotional	Learning,	or	SEL,	has	six	primary	domains:	emotion	

management,	empathy,	teamwork,	responsibility,	initiative	and	problem	solving	(Smith,	

et	al.,	2016).	By	addressing	these	six	domains,	SEL	allows	teens	to	have	better	control	of	

themselves	and	can	help	them	build	up	to	a	place	where	bullying	is	not	an	option.	 

In	order	for	SEL	(Smith,	et	al.,	2016)	to	take	place,	the	adult	facilitators	lead	the	

participants	in	a	process	to	make	the	space	safe	to	be	your	most	authentic	and	honest	

self,	as	well	as	build	a	culture	of	acceptance	and	amnesty	(“The	Possibility	Project	-	
Approach”	n.d.).	It	is	important	to	make	sure	that	participants	are	willing	to	change	and	

accept	change	in	others	as	they	progress.	By	working	with	the	youth	on	the	Production	

Team	and	in	the	cast,	the	participants	keep	an	eye	on	one	another	to	make	sure	that	

respect	is	paramount	among	all	involved	in	the	program.	 

By	building	these	values	in	a	community	of	young	people,	it	empowers	them	to	seek	

similar	things	and	create	this	atmosphere	in	other	aspects	of	their	life	(“The	Possibility	

Project	-	Approach”	n.d.;	Smith	et	al.,	2016)	via	transference	(Lieb,	1991).	People	who	are	

not	involved	in	the	program	are	able	to	witness	this	dynamic	and	work	towards	it	as	well	
by	being	exposed	to	the	cast	members.	It	is	very	much	reaching	for	the	goal	of	creating	a	

safe	environment.	This	move	towards	a	safe	environment	is	connected	very	deeply	with	
acceptance	of	people	and	allowing	for	everyone	to	express	who	they	are	and	what	they	
have	experienced.	This	does	not	mean	that	only	shared	experiences	are	celebrated,	but	

that	differing	experiences	are	also	acknowledged	(Smith	et	al.,	2016;	Walton,	2011).	
Peoples’	status	in	life	is	not	randomized	and	quite	often	levels	of	popularity	are	decided	
by	a	number	of	factors	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002,	2011)	that	have	nothing	to	do	with	the	

individual	themself,	but	the	individual	in	their	context.	Erasure	of	that	context	in	schools	

and	societies	makes	for	an	inherently	dangerous	environment	(Walton,	2011;	Wernick	et	
al.,	2013).	By	denying	someone’s	struggle,	you	deny	them	a	part	of	themself,	which	in	

itself	is	a	form	of	oppression.	

Enhancing	safety	for	all	students	necessitates	the	implementation	of	

approaches	that	reach	beyond	simple	but	politically	expedient	knee-jerk	

reactions	such	as	zero	tolerance.	Thus,	approaches	to	policy	that	account	for	

social	difference	are	needed	to	facilitate	safer	cultures	in	schools	for	all	

students,	particularly	those	marginalized	and	vilified	as	different.	Bullying	is	a	

problem	behaviour	of	individual	children,	yes,	but	it	is	also	a	reflection	of	

broader	social	inequity	and	prejudice	(Walton,	2011	p.	141).	
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As	the	cast	learns	to	care	for	one	another	in	a	safe	environment,	they	also	learn	to	

care	for	themselves,	which	is	something	that	young	people	are	told	they	should	do,	but	

oftentimes	not	taught	how	to	accomplish.	In	the	words	of	one	participant	from	The	
Possibility	Project	(Smith	et	al.,	201),	learning	to	rely	on	others	is	counterintuitive	and	

something	that	needed	to	be	learned.		

For	a	very	long	time	in	my	life	I’ve	felt	like	I	had	to	suppress	whatever	it	was	I	
was	feeling.	I	never	had	a	place	where	I	could	just	let	go.	I	felt	like	I	always	

had	to	keep	it	in	and	be	tough	for	the	people	around	me,	right?	But	in	the	

program	-	I	still	struggle	with	it	today	-	but	something	that	I’ve	learned	from	
and	am	trying	to	grow	from	because	of	The	Possibility	Project	is	that	it’s	okay	

to	let	people	in.	It’s	okay	to	ask	for	help.	It’s	okay	to	have	people	there	and	to	

allow	them	to	be	there	for	me	(Smith,	et	al.,	2016,	p.	50).	

This	sentiment	directly	connects	to	the	need	to	learn	to	ask	for	help	from	bystanders	
in	bullying	situations.	This	is	a	key	in	the	social	part	of	how	bullying	needs	to	be	

addressed.	By	learning	to	trust	in	others’	abilities	and	desire	to	help,	we	can	learn	to	
speak	out	against	things	that	hinder	and	oppress	us	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002,	2011)-	like	

bullies. 

This	is	not	to	say	that	anyone	and	everyone	is	a	safe	person,	which	is	another	

important	lesson	that	youth	in	The	Possibility	Project	learn	(Smith	et	al.,	2016)	and	that	
could	be	beneficial	in	working	against	bullying.	Allies	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002,	2011),	
those	who	will	support	you	unconditionally,	are	the	people	who	need	to	be	carefully	

identified.	By	presenting	an	overarching	program	that	teaches	about	bullying	to	young	

people,	ally	identification	can	play	a	role	in	eradicating	some	violence.	Not	everyone	will	
be	your	ally	in	life,	but	it	is	important	that	young	people	learn	that	there	are	some	allies	

and	that	they	are	not	alone	in	their	struggles.	
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4 Moving	Outside	of	the	Classroom	Mentality	

In	their	research	on	the	role	of	community,	family,	peer,	and	school	factors	in	group	

bullying,	Mann,	Kristjansson,	Sigfusdottir	and	Smith	(2015)	explore	the	intricacies	of	

social	surroundings	impacting	bullying.	They	write:	“the	odds	of	experiencing	

victimization	increased	as	levels	of	parental	support,	community	closure	and	peer	

support	decreased”	(Mann	et	al,	2014).	It	is	important	to	look	at	a	whole	picture	and	not	

just	an	individual	when	considering	oppression	and	bullying.		

As	we	saw	in	the	Acting	Against	Bullying	approach	(Burton	et	al.,	2015;	Burton	&	

O’Toole,	2009),	we	know	that	one	size	does	not	fit	all.	One	major	downside	of	the	Acting	
Against	Bullying	approach	is	that	it	is	done	within	the	confines	of	school.	If	students	feel	

they	must	do	something	in	order	to	pass	a	class	or	succeed	in	their	education,	it	is	easy	to	
continue	the	building	of	a	facade	to	deal	with	day	to	day	life.	 

In	addition	to	coercion	in	needing	to	solve	the	problem	of	bullying,	worldwide	many	
schools	have	instituted	a	‘zero	tolerance’	approach	to	bullying	(Martinez,	2009).	This	

means	an	increased	rate	of	suspension	and	expulsion	or	transfers	to	another	school.	This	

approach	is	widely	abused	by	school	administrators.	 

Zero-tolerance	policies	are	applied	to	students	who	are	then	excluded	from	

school,	whether	it	is	with	the	most	severe	use	of	expulsion	or	suspension	
from	school.	When	these	two	forms	of	punishment	are	used,	the	school	
administrators	are	automatically	excluding	students	from	educational	

instruction	(Martinez,	2009,	p.	155). 

In	many	cases,	bullies	are	treated	as	undesirables	to	be	rejected	and	cast	out	under	
these	policies.	Mann,	Krisjansson,	Sigfusdottir,	and	Smith	(2015)	write	about	the	

detriment	of	punishing	bullies.	“Punishment	and	other	strategies	that	further	isolate	

already	disconnected	young	people	may	exacerbate	the	problem.”	(p.	485)	This	is	simply	

removing	a	single	thread	of	an	entire	fabric	of	bullying.	If	one	young	person	is	continually	

demonized	and	eventually	removed	from	a	situation,	what	is	to	stop	someone	else	from	

taking	their	place? 

Negative	language,	isolation	tactics	and	attempting	to	hide	the	bullying	problems	

paired	with	the	fact	that	many	teachers	are	encouraged	to	immediately	end	an	instance	

of	bullying	and	drop	the	subject	after	seems	to	suggest	a	perpetual	cycle	that	does	not	
help	end	the	bullying,	but	simply	relocate	it	(Martinez,	2009;	Mann	et	al.,	2015;	Limber,	
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2004).	This	is	where	community	building	(Mann	et	al.,	2015),	educating	on	acceptance	

(Smith	et	al.,	2016;	Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002,	2011)	and	embracing	even	the	bullies	can	be	

crucial.	Bullying	interrupts	education	in	the	classroom	or	school	setting,	which	is	
disruptive	to	many	students;	this	is	why	anti-bullying	efforts	can	be	more	effective	

outside	of	schools.	 

With	raised	awareness	and	moral	panic,	bullying	has	come	to	be	defined	and	
treated	in	particular	ways.	Bullies	have	become	the	subject	of	a	discursive	

war,	not	unlike	the	wars	on	drugs	and	violence,	the	goal	of	which	is	to	identify	

and	expunge	bullies	for	the	greater	good	(Walton,	2011,	p.	139). 

Students	who	have	been	‘expunged’	(Martinez,	2009),	either	by	a	school	system	that	

eliminated	them	due	to	a	zero	tolerance	policy	or	have	been	outcast	will	not	help	

prevent	the	problem	of	bullying.	Instead	these	will	be	the	people	who	later	become	
adults	that	teach	their	children	to	carry	on	the	cycle	of	bullying	as	a	rite	of	passage	
(Walton,	2011).	Instead,	there	need	to	be	alternatives.	Perhaps	schools,	which	do	need	to	

be	strict	to	hold	on	to	their	educational	value,	can	never	be	the	platform	on	which	to	
actually	stop	bullying. 

This	is	one	reason	why	it	is	important	to	also	include	initiatives	to	stop	bullying	
outside	of	school	settings.	Mann,	et	al.	(2015)	talk	about	the	importance	of	there	being	

multiple	avenues	of	approach	in	tackling	bullying: 

We	believe	it	is	important	to	move	beyond	the	assumption	that	schools	are	
solely	responsible	for	solving	bullying	related	problems	and	toward	a	

conversation	that	(1)	acknowledges	the	influence	of	community	and	family	

factors;	and	(2)	engages	all	parties	in	the	work	of	creating	environments	in	
which	bullying	is	unlikely		(p.	484). 

If	a	young	person	is	not	given	the	chance	to	create	an	environment	where	bullying	is	

unlikely	and	are	simply	told	they	are	the	bad	kid	and	should	not	be	supported,	then	we	as	
adults	are	causing	them	possibly	irreparable	harm.	While	no	one	person	can	force	

anyone	else	to	change,	cultures	within	our	communities	can	be	adapted	(Walton,	2011)	

in	order	to	make	for	safer	spaces	for	everyone	(Wernick	et	al.,	2013).	Community	

building	should	not	be	limited	to	only	the	places	we	are	forced	to	go.	Instead,	during	

leisure	times,	young	people	can	learn	to	create	intentional	communities	(“The	Possibility	

Project	-	Approach”	n.d.)	of	their	own	which	come	with	safety,	empathy	and	acceptance.	

To	eradicate	bullying,	the	issue	must	be	approached	from	multiple	angles. 
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It	is	important	to	clarify	that	bullying	is	not	random,	but	linked	with	the	bullied	

person	being	in	some	way	at	a	disadvantage	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002,	2011).	More	times	

than	not,	this	is	something	related	to	a	societal	construct.	In	addition,	our	society	
automatically	puts	young	people	in	the	disadvantaged	category	when	it	comes	to	power	

balance.	Paul	Kivel	and	Allen	Creighton	(2011)	talk	about	the	inherent	imbalances	in	

society	that	are	often	directed	at	young	people.	They	write: 

Whole populations of young people are labeled as problems needing to be 
fixed: immature, irresponsible, dangerous threats to the safety and stability of 
our society who need to be monitored, controlled, isolated, and punished. 
Despite the significant decline of youth violence over the years, young people 
continue to be accused of being the main perpetrators of violence when, in 
fact, adults are much more violent than young people and young people are 
much more likely to experience violence at the hands of adults than from each 
other (p. 1).	

Focus	in	the	field	of	bullying	seems	to	continuously	be	on	the	causes	of	bullying.	Why	

is	a	person	targeted?	Overwhelmingly,	they	will	find	that	a	societal	power	imbalance	is	
the	cause	(Arnarsson	&	Bjarnason,	2009,	2012;	Garmy	et	al.,	2018;	Larkin,	2009;	LeBlanc,	
2001;	Mann	et	al.,	2015;	Wernick	et	al.,	2013).	Not	only	are	youth	facing	issues	of	being	

at	automatic	disadvantage	by	their	age,	but	additional	socioeconomic,	racial	and	familial	
structure	as	well	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002).	This	is	why	Boal’s	(2008)	approaches	in	
Theater	of	the	Oppressed	can	be	applied	to	a	younger	set	of	participants	to	combat	

bullying.	Power	imbalances	exist	at	every	stage	of	our	lives	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002),	by	
teaching	adolescents	to	address	this,	we	can	more	productively	talk	about	the	causes	of	
bullying.	In	many	ways	the	research	into	why	bullying	occurs	reads	as	a	“what	is	wrong	

with	these	kids?”	discussion	rather	than	acknowledging	there	could	be	larger	societal	

pressure	to	make	kids	conform	(Walton,	2011).	A	bully	targets	someone	who	is	weaker	to	
exploit	a	growth	in	their	own	personal	power.	This	is	not	a	one	time	occurence,	but	

something	that	happens	over	time	and	allows	the	construct	to	remain	in	society	and	

grow	with	the	children	into	adulthood. 

Contrary	to	what	anti-bullying	policies	collectively	imply,	bullying	is	not	simply	

individual	acts	that	cause	harm.	Bullying	also	serves	social	purposes	by	

reinforcing	hierarchies	of	power	and	privilege.	It	is	a	barometer	of	collective	
social,	cultural,	and	political	anxieties...	Through	proliferation,	it	becomes	

widely	known	that	such	categories	are	not	socially	desirable	and	those	who	fit	

the	label	or	are	perceived	to	do	so	run	the	risk	of	marginalization,	exclusion,	
and	a	wide	range	of	physical	and	verbal	violence	(Walton,	2011,	p.	140.). 
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Using	zero	tolerance	policies	does	not	eradicate	the	larger	problem,	but	simply	the	

current	symptom	of	one	(Martinez,	2009).	This	is	where	SEL	(Smith	et	al.,	2016)	can	come	

into	play,	educating	young	people	to	manage	themselves,	have	empathy	and	work	with	
one	another	towards	collective	wellbeing	rather	than	uphold	the	same	old	way	of	

thinking	that	has	been	perpetuated	over	generations.	Using	approaches	like	SEL	(Smith	et	

al.,	2016)	can	allow	bullies	and	bullied	to	empathize	with	one	another	rather	than	forever	
remain	on	opposing	sides	of	power	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002,	2011). 
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5 Conclusion:	A	Proposal	for	Change	

Bullying	is	an	issue	that	spans	not	only	distance,	but	generations	(Arnarsson	&	Bjarnason,	

2009,	2012;	Burton	et	al.,	2015;	LeBlanc,	2001;	Mann	et	al.,	2015;	Martinez,	2009;	

Walton,	2011;	Wernick	et	al.,	2013)	of	young	people.	Systems	in	place	currently	are	not	

working	effectively	(Larkin,	2009;	LeBlanc,	2001;	Limber,	2004;	Martinez,	2009;	Walton,	

2011).	Young	people	are	having	their	safety	put	at	stake	(Walton,	2011;	Wernick	et	al.,	

2013)	in	favor	of	one	size	fits	all	safety	policies	which	erase	and	ignore	specific	needs	of	

young	people	from	different	backgrounds,	experiences	and	identities.	By	looking	through	

the	lens	of	theater,	we	can	observe	how	changes	can	be	implemented	more	effectively	
(Boal,	1974/2008;	Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009;	Burton	et	a;.,	2016;	Hanson,	2012;	Kivel	&	

Creighton,	2011;	Shaw,	2008)	by	using	methods	such	as	those	outlined	in	Theater	of	the	

Oppressed	(Boal,	1974/2008)	and	Enhanced	Forum	Theater	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009;	
Burton	et	al.,	2016). 

In	light	of	the	information	discussed	above,	an	innovative	program	that	addresses	

social	change	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002,	2011;	Walton,	2011),	conflict	resolution	and	SEL	

(Smith	et	al,	2016)	in	Iceland	is	desperately	needed.	For	this	to	be	most	successful	and	
not	part	of	the	school	system,	it	should	be	undertaken	in	the	after	school	programs	and	
leisure	centers	in	Iceland.	Utilizing	these	spaces,	which	have	changed	the	way	young	

people	spend	their	free	time	and	allows	them	supervision	to	make	better	choices	in	their	
lives,	means	that	establishing	new	spaces	is	not	needed,	instead	a	space	already	largely	

influenced	by	youth	is	adapted	for	that	use.	It	is	imperative	that	these	programs	move	

outside	of	schools	that	are	burdened	with	a	history	of	the	Olweus	program	(Limber,	
2004),	that	seems	to	discourage	youth	from	communicating	with	one	another	and	

instead	allows	the	bias	of	adult	‘problem	solvers’	to	interfere	with	conflict	resolution	and	

safety.	In	order	to	create	change,	we	must	weaponize	and	stand	together	against	ageism	
(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002,	2011;	“The	Possibility	Project	-	Approach”	n.d.)	and	allow	the	

wisdom	of	youth	to	shine	as	a	shield	against	cyclical	cultural	decimation	of	differences	

(Walton,	2011).	It	is	not	okay	to	continue	on	the	same	path	that	has	always	existed	since	
it	is	clearly	the	easiest	path.	We	must	trust	younger	generations	to	flourish	and	be	guided	

rather	than	fitted	into	roles	that	are	repeated	throughout	generations. 

Youth	in	Iceland	must	learn	to	communicate	about	their	differences	(Smith	et	al.,	

2016),	which	is	perhaps	culturally	challenging	for	a	country	that	seems	to	follow	a	very	

Scandinavian	stoicism	when	it	comes	to	emotion.	This	process	will	not	be	quick	or	easy	
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(Walton,	2011),	but	change	never	is	(Boal,	1974/2008)		and	we	must	be	motivated	to	

want	to	affect	that	change.	We	must	trust	in	young	people	to	set	the	norms	of	their	

communities	since	they	can	not	be	inserted	by	adults.	Adults	must	simply	give	the	tools	
to	do	so	successfully. 

Young	people	are	vulnerable	to	violence—from	other	youth	and	from	

adults—because	they	have	not	been	given	the	tools,	skills,	and	resources	to	
take	care	of	themselves.	As	a	result,	the	norms	they	set	with	each	other	

expect	and	condone	violence,	and	reproduce	the	cynicism,	hopelessness,	and	

despair	of	the	larger	society.	As	adult	allies	we	can	provide	tools,	skills,	and	
resources,	but	we	are	peripheral	to	their	community	and	cannot	establish	

norms	for	them.	Only	they	can	change	the	norms	of	their	society	to	ones	in	

which	violence	is	not	tolerated	and	human	dignity	is	honored	(Kivel	&	

Creighton,	2002,	p.	8). 

Minimal	adult	intervention	should	be	inserted	in	this	change	beyond	providing	tools	

that	can	be	of	use	to	young	people	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009;	Burton	et	al.,	2016),	since	
change	can	not	meaningfully	come	from	only	powers	which	are	stronger,	but	rather	

more	effectively	in	a	sense	of	a	revolution	(Boal,	1974/2008;	Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002,	
2011;	“The	Possibility	Project	-	Approach”	n.d.).	Any	act	of	change	can	provide	a	state	of	
revolution,	as	Boal	(2008)	and	others	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009;	Burton	et	al.,	2016)	who	

utilize	Forum	Theater	advocate.	Adults	need	to	be	able	to	trust	youth	and	give	up	some	
of	their	own	power	and	allow	themselves	to	guide	rather	than	enforce.	Rather	than	

focusing	on	diversity	and	how	we	may	be	different	(Walton,	2011),	we	must	focus	on	

empathy	and	learning	how	we	are	the	same,	despite	different	factors	in	culture,	skin	
tone,	sexual	preferences	and	a	myriad	of	other	things	that	create	difference.	We	need	to	

teach	how	to	properly	and	respectfully	refer	to	one	another	(Wernick,	et	al.,	2013)	and	

lead	not	with	the	idea	of	treating	others	the	way	we	want	to	be	treated,	but	instead	of	
treating	others	in	the	way	they	want	to	be	treated.	This	means	expanding	how	we	are	

taught	to	communicate	and	what	we	seek	in	social	exchange	with	our	communities. 

“Fueled	by	antipathy	towards	difference,	bullying	moments	can	be	interpreted	as	

indicators	of	wider	fears	and	anxieties	that	pervade	society”	(Walton,	2011,	p.	142).	It	is	

time	that	these	issues	are	addressed	head	on	and	in	different	situations.	 

First:	there	needs	to	be	work	on	building	up	clear	and	concise	communication	of	

what	an	individual	is	feeling	so	young	people	can	learn	to	express	themselves	rather	than	

shutting	down	all	feelings	to	later	have	them	explode	in	potentially	disastrous	ways	

(Smith	et	al.,	2016).	When	we	are	not	taught	how	to	express	emotions,	we	tend	toward	
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violence	towards	those	who	make	us	feel,	a	prime	example	being	the	kid	on	the	

playground	who	pulls	their	crush’s	hair.	This	is	a	narrative	of	societal	toxic	masculinity,	

often	with	the	rebuttal	to	a	child:	They’re	just	hurting	you	because	they	feel	strong	
emotions.	This	must	be	changed	by	teaching	from	a	young	age	how	to	recognize	

emotions	and	communicate	about	them,	so	that	this	skill	can	grow	as	the	child	does.	 

Second:	young	people	need	to	learn	how	to	transfer	their	skills	of	communication	

into	avenues	that	foster	team	building	(“The	Possibility	Project	-	Approach”	n.d.),	mutual	

respect	and	acceptance	in	a	group.	By	building	this	space	where	people	are	heard	and	

given	the	opportunity	to	speak	without	authorities	(adults)	(Kivel	&	Creighton,	2002,	

2011)	dictating	what	is	okay,	they	can	finally	express	what	it	is	that	they	need	as	
individuals	in	order	to	coexist	with	people	who	may	be	different	from	them.	 

Third:	the	gaps	of	difference	need	to	be	bridged.	Not	everyone	will	be	friends,	that	is	

an	unrealistic	expectation,	but	instead	coexisting	without	bullying	and	violence	is	the	goal	
(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009;	Burton	et	al.,	2016).	This	means	engaging	the	bullies,	bullied	

and	bystanders	to	be	active	participants	in	de-escalation	efforts	and	to	spot	bullying	
moments	before	they	erupt.	By	teaching	about	bullying	as	a	whole,	including	signs	of	

dormant	and	latent	bullying	moments	(Burton	&	O’Toole,	2009;	Burton	et	al.,	2016),	
young	people	will	have	the	chance	to	stop	a	situation	from	getting	dangerous,	thus	
eliminating	the	trauma	associated	with	being	bullied	and	preventing	people	from	later	

having	this	impact	their	lives	and	leave	them	in	trouble	in	young	adulthood. 

Young	people	in	Iceland	often	have	strong	community	ties	given	the	small	

population,	which	is	both	a	blessing	and	a	curse.	The	bullies	of	childhood	are	very	likely	
to	stay	with	the	victim	of	their	attacks	through	their	adolescent	years	and	later	into	
adulthood	without	communication	between	them	ever	being	safely	facilitated	(Limber,	

2004).	Instead,	if	we	give	young	people	the	weapons	to	battle	outdated	layers	of	hatred	

and	fear	of	difference	(Walton,	2011),	this	would	not	need	someone	to	act	as	enforcer,	
instead	the	change	could	happen	between	individuals	and	their	peers.	By	building	their	

own	youth-driven	space,	there	is	an	opportunity	for	communities	to	come	together	in	

ways	they	never	have	before. 

By	incorporating	theater	into	these	approaches,	there	are	two	benefits:	benefits	to	

the	participants	by	giving	the	safety	of	the	stage	in	which	to	experiment	as	well	as	the	

benefit	of	the	audience.	By	making	this	changing	tactic	something	that	can	be	viewed	by	
society,	people	will	be	inspired	and	hopefully	see	that	the	changes	that	are	occurring	are	

positive	(Boal,	1974/2008).	Many	parents	are	likely	to	witness	the	struggles	in	their	

adolescent	children	undergoing	the	process	of	revolutionizing	how	we	communicate	and	
accept	people	around	us	in	a	new	light.	Many	parents	are	likely	to	be	challenged,	which	is	
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a	scary	change	to	deal	with	(Walton,	2011).	However,	parents,	guardians	and	community	

members	are	brought	into	the	process	and	can	see	the	positive	changes.	This	is	where	

intergenerational	change	can	begin.	 

This	should	not	be	a	top-down	change,	but	instead	a	bottom-up	change.	It	is	time	for	

young	people	facing	personal	oppression	to	take	a	stand	against	it.	With	gentle	guidance	

and	a	strong	foundation	in	adult	scaffolding,	young	people	can	be	the	change	for	the	

future.	If	we	provide	the	training	to	teens	today,	and	they	continue	on	with	a	framework	

for	creating	their	most	comfortable	and	safe	society,	we	could	see	massive	changes	

sweep	the	nation.	It’s	only	a	matter	of	arming	children	with	communication	skills,	

empathy,	trust	and	inspiration	and	allowing	them	to	flourish	into	a	new	future. 
 

	

	

	

	

 

	

 
 

	

	

	
 

	
 

	

	

 

	
 

	
 



	

44	

References	

Alma	Ómarsdóttir	(2020,	20.	February).	Ráðast	á	aðra	og	deila	myndum	af	því	á	

samfélagsmiðlum.	Retrieved	from	https://www.ruv.is/frett/radast-a-adra-og-deila-
myndum-af-thvi-a-samfelagsmidlum 

Ársæll	M.	Arnarsson	og	Þóroddur	Bjarnason	(2009).	Einelti	og	samskipti	við	fjölskyldu	og	

vini	meðal	6.,	8.	og	10.	Bekkinga.	Tímarit	um	menntarannsóknir,	6,	15-26. 

Ársæll	Arnarsson	og	Þóroddur	Bjarnason	(2012).	Einelti	meðal	íslenskra	skólabarna	2006-

2010.	Rannsóknir	í	félagsvísindum	XIII,	1-9. 

Boal,	A.	(2008).	Theater	of	the	Oppressed	(3rd	ed.).	USA:	Pluto	Press.	(Original	work	
published	1974) 

Burton,	B.,	&	O'Toole,	J.	(2009)	Power	in	Their	Hands:	The	Outcomes	of	the	Acting	
Against	Bullying	Research	Project.	Applied	Theatre	Researcher/	IDEA	Journal,	3,	1-15. 

Burton,	B.,	Lepp,	M.,	Morrison,	M.,	O’Toole,	J.	(2015).	Acting	to	Manage	Conflict	and	

Bullying	Through	Evidence-Based	Strategies.	USA:	Springer. 

Garmy,	P.,	Vilhjálmsson,	R.,	Kristjánsdóttir,	G.	(2018)	Bullying	in	School-aged	Children	in	
Iceland:	A	Cross-sectional	Study.	Journal	of	Pediatric	Nursing,	38,	e30-e34.	

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pedn.2017.05.009 

Hagstofa	Íslands	(á.á.)	Population	-	key	figures	Population	January	1.	2020.	Retrieved	
from	

https://px.hagstofa.is/pxen/pxweb/en/Ibuar/Ibuar__mannfjoldi__1_yfirlit__yfirlit_m
annfjolda/MAN00000.px/table/tableViewLayout1/?rxid=5931c188-0d84-4fdb-86c7-

ef4486fd9dc8 

Hanson,	M.H.	(2012)	Creating	Self	and	World	Youth	Development	and	Care	Define	the	
Possibility	Project.	Knowledge	Quest,	40(5),	e1-e5. 

Ingunn	L.	Kristjánsdóttir	(2020,	21.	February).	Faðir	drengsins	sem	varð	fyrir	hópárásinni	í	

Kópavogi	stígur	fram.	Retrieved	from https://www.frettabladid.is/frettir/fadir-
drengsins-sem-vard-fyrir-hoparasinni-i-kopavogi-stigur-fram/ 

Kivel,	P.,	Creighton,	A.	(2002).	Making	the	Peace:	A	15-Session	Violence	Prevention	
Curriculum	for	Young	People.	USA:	Hunter	House. 

Kivel,	P.,	Creighton,	A.	(2011).	Helping	Teens	Stop	Violence.	USA:	Hunter	House.	



	

45	

Larkin,	R.	W.	(2009).	The	Columbine	Legacy:	Rampage	Shootings	as	Political	Acts.	

American	Behaviroal	Scientist,	52(9),	1309-1366.		

LeBlanc,	J.	(2001).	Bullying:	It’s	not	just	a	school	problem.	Paediatric	Child	Health,	6(7).	
411-413.	

Lieb,	S.	(1991).	Principles	of	adult	learning.	Retrieved	from	

http://honolulu.hawaii.edu/intranet/committees/FacDevCom/	
guidebk/teachtip/adults-2.htm	

Limber,	S.	(2004).	Implementation	of	the	Olweus	Bullying	Prevention	Program	in	

American	Schools:	Lessons	Learned	from	the	Field.	Espelage,	D.	&	Swearer,	S.	
(editors),	Bullying	in	American	Schools	A	Social-Ecological	Perspective	on	Prevention	

and	Intervention	(c.	17).		Mahwah,	NJ:	Routledge.	 

Mann,	M.J.,	Krisjansson,	A.L.,	Sigfusdottir,	I.D.,	Smith,	M.L.	(2015).	The	Role	of	
Community,	Family,	Peer,	and	School	Factors	in	Group	Bullying:	Implications	for	
School-Based	Intervention.	Journal	of	School	Health,	85(0),	477-486. 

Martinez,	S.	(2009)	A	System	Gone	Berserk:	How	Are	Zero-Tolerance	Policies	Really	
Affecting	Schools?	Preventing	School	Failure:	Alternative	Education	for	Children	and	

Youth,	53(3),	153–158.	https://doi.org/10.3200/PSFL.53.3.153-158 

Shaw,	R.	D.	(2018).	The	Vulnerability	of	Urban	Elementary	School	Arts	Programs:	A	Case	
Study.	Journal	of	Research	in	Music	Education,	65(4),	393–415.	

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022429417739855 

Smith,	C.,	McGovern,	G.,	Larson,	R.,	Hillaker,	B.,	Peck,	S.C.	(2016)	Preparing	Youth	to	
Thrive:	Promising	Practices	for	Social	Emotional	Learning.	Forum	for	Youth	

Investment,	Washington,	D.C. 

Statistics	Iceland	(2019)	Immigrants	and	persons	with	foreign	background	2019.	

Retrieved	on	18.	April	2020	from	https://statice.is/publications/news-

archive/inhabitants/immigrants-and-persons-with-foreign-background-8903/ 

van	Bommel,	M.,	van	Prooijen,	J.,	Elffers,	H.,	Van	Lange,	P	(2012).	Be	aware	to	care:	

Public	self-awareness	leads	to	a	reversal	of	the	bystander	effect.	Journal	of	

Experimental	Social	Psychology,	48,	926-930.	 

Van	Der	Kolk,	B.	(2014)	The	Body	Keeps	the	Score:	Brain,	Mind,	and	Body	in	the	Healing	of	
Trauma.	USA:	Penguin	Random	House. 



	

46	

Walton,	G.	(2011)	Spinning	our	wheels:	reconceptualizing	bullying	beyond	behaviour-

focused	approaches.	Discourse:	Studies	in	the	Cultural	Politics	of	Education,	32(1),	

131-144,	DOI:	10.1080/01596306.2011.537079 

Wernick,	LJ,	Dessel,	A.,	Kulick,	A.,	Graham,	L.	(2013).	LGBTQQ	youth	creating	change:	

Developing	allies	against	bullying	through	performance	and	dialogue.	Children	and	

Youth	Services	Review,	35(9),	1576-1586.	
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2013.06.005 

The	Possibility	Project	-	Approach	(n.d.).	Retrieved	from	https://the-possibility-

project.org/approach/ 
 
 
 

	


