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In juvenile justice settings, interventions intended to address the effects of trauma are
unavailable to most youth. This article describes the evolution of an innovative program
for incarcerated adolescent girls in which youth work collaboratively with theater pro-
fessionals to create, develop, and perform musicals based on their experiences. The
article also examines the links between trauma and incarceration through the voices of
the girls, as they appear in participants’ writing and lyrics. Finally, the article presents
anecdotal evidence of the therapeutic benefits of the program and discusses implica-
tions for juvenile justice systems, psychotherapy with incarcerated adolescents, and
trauma-focused intervention.
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This article describes the evolution of a community-based urban theatre company’s
innovative program for incarcerated adolescent girls in which youth work collaboratively
with theatre professionals to create, develop, and perform musicals based on their expe-
riences. Although the program was neither developed by mental health professionals nor
originally conceived as a clinical intervention, anecdotal evidence suggests that the pro-
gram may have substantial therapeutic benefits. The ways in which the program has
evolved over time, through the partnering of theatre artists and incarcerated youth, offer
powerful examples of how, when given the opportunity to tell their stories and make mean-
ing from them, youth can overcome and transform their traumatic pasts. Over two decades
of telling stories, program participants have consistently focused on trauma. Through the
development of a shared creative process, theatre staff and participants have found ways to
facilitate the integration of traumatic experiences and have also achieved an understanding
of the importance of trauma in youths’ lives and of the complex pathways that can lead
from trauma to incarceration.

The levels of trauma exposure reported by program participants over the years are
consistent with research findings demonstrating that most incarcerated individuals have
childhoods characterized by high levels of maltreatment, victimization, and exposure to
other forms of trauma. For example, Dixon, Howie, and Starling (2004) found that over
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70% of incarcerated girls had trauma histories, with 37% meeting diagnostic criteria for
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). Other studies have found rates of trauma exposure
among youth in the juvenile justice system ranging from 74% to over 90% (Abram et al.,
2004; Arroyo, 2001; Ruchkin, Schwab-Stone, Koposov, Vermeiren, & Steiner, 2002), and
rates of PTSD from 11% to 50% (Arroyo, 2001; Cauffman, Feldman, Waterman, & Steiner,
1998; Garland et al., 2001; Ruchkin et al., 2002; Teplin, Abram, McClelland, Dulcan, &
Mericle, 2002; Wasserman, McReynolds, Lucas, Fisher, & Santos, 2002).

Despite increasing recognition of trauma histories and trauma-related diagnoses
among juvenile offenders, the pathways from trauma exposure to criminal offending have
yet to be fully explored (but see Kerig & Becker, 2010; Nofziger & Kurtz, 2005; and
Zinzow et al., 2009), and the recognition of trauma does not appear to have permeated or
led to changes in practice in the systems responsible for the care of juvenile offenders.
For example, Penn and Thomas (2005) included a recommendation that clinicians should
“evaluate for histories of trauma” (p. 1092) and that “detailed assessment of the youth’s
past exposure to violence and perpetration of violent or illegal behaviors is essential”
(p. 1093); however, they made no mention of the need for treatment focused on trauma and
its effects. It is not surprising, therefore, that, in many juvenile justice settings, interven-
tions intended to address the effects of trauma remain unavailable to most youth (Teplin,
Abram, McClelland, Washburn, & Pikus, 2005).

The lack of interventions that address trauma in offenders’ lives is not the only bar-
rier to trauma-focused intervention in juvenile justice settings. Abram, Paskar, Washburn,
and Teplin (2008) reported that 85% of detained youth perceived one or more hurdles
to mental health services, with the most common being the assumption that their prob-
lems would go away without intervention. Other barriers include trauma-related avoidance
in both juveniles and service providers; the tendency of the system to prioritize behav-
ior management or control and to maintain a focus on the present; the power differential
between incarcerated juveniles and therapists, who often have the authority to determine
whether and under what conditions youth may be granted certain rights or privileges; and
the reluctance of youth to disclose histories of maltreatment due to shame, embarrassment,
or fear.

The experience of the community-based urban theatre company suggests that an inno-
vative performing arts program can provide adolescent juvenile offenders with unique
opportunities to address and heal from past trauma, and may more effectively overcome
barriers to trauma-focused treatment in the juvenile justice system than more traditional
approaches to intervention. The process developed by the theatre company attempts to
address these systemic barriers by providing a safe space for telling stories of past trauma;
emphasizing the importance of achieving a shared goal and de-emphasizing the need for
participants to change or the consequences of “wrong” behaviors; creating a community
where all members have the power to collaboratively shape the product through writing
and performing; and highlighting the universality of participants’ trauma histories by pre-
senting these histories transformed as works of “art” to the community. As the program
developed and responded to participants’ life stories, participants created a portrait of juve-
nile offenders as they see themselves and wish to be understood. Examining this portrait
and listening to the voices of the youth who created it can inform and enhance the theo-
retical understanding of the relationship between trauma and incarceration. Examining the
tools employed in the program and the process by which those tools developed can inform
and enhance approaches to intervention for traumatized offenders, as well as the theoretical
understanding of how and why interventions succeed.
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Evolution of a Program

Creating Theatre as Gateway to Therapy and Decision-Making Skills

Since 1984, the community-based urban theatre company has honed its mission to prepare
young people to make positive life choices through writing, performing, and producing
original musicals inspired by personal stories. In the early years of the program, this meant
the creation of musical plays based on real stories of youth facing dilemmas as a spring-
board for discussion. Theatre staff created the musical dramas by interviewing youth and
facilitating story-writing workshops at a variety of inner city, suburban, public, and alterna-
tive schools. The staff then crafted musicals for teen audiences focused on common themes
present in the stories.

The initial concept was that the teenage audience would identify with the charac-
ters and thereby have a stake in their choices. The professional actors and the drama
would create a safe space for role-playing real-life scenarios, discovering and reinforc-
ing decision-making skills. Music and lyrical hooks would make the moments of dramatic
choice memorable, imprinting the decisions and feelings of the characters into the minds
of the adolescent audience. One early musical dramatized the choices and circumstances
of four diverse teenage characters involved in dealing or using drugs:

Yeah, there’s pressure from the other gangs Fightin’ ‘til you bleed
To stay alive from home to class You’re goin’ at top speed.
They’re waitin’ for you at your door Hangin’ on your block
You might end up at seventeen Wrapped up in a box.

The postshow discussion involved the audience role-playing situations in which they
made decisions about drug or alcohol use. They had to decide whether the peers in the
scenes with them were “real” friends or associates. The “rules” stated that each scenario
had no right or wrong answer, simply a choice that led to a consequence. To counter the
typical teenage explanation, “It just happened,” youth would play out an array of options,
mapping each choice to its logical conclusion. Replaying the scenes with different endings
reinforced the notion that there are always alternatives. Stopping to think about conse-
quences might lead to different decisions. Value was not placed on what the choice was but
on how the choice was made. The youth, in a safe place to discuss their options with a peer
group, realized that a wider variety of choices—and motivations for those choices—exists.

The discussions also examined the emotional consequences of actions, identifying a
feeling related to each outcome so that students could compare them. Each discussion
ended with a role-play by a professional actor asking a school counselor for guidance,
demonstrating how to approach a real adult and ask for assistance. Theatre staff linked
students who requested help to counselors in their schools or provided referrals to outside
agencies. Harding et al. (1996) found that 6 months after attending a performance, students
remembered the characters and situations in the plays and especially the role-plays. The
authors concluded that the “amount of interaction and level of student response indicate
that live theater is an effective means for stimulating both thought and discussion pertaining
to the effects of drugs in the lives of adolescents” (p. 783).

During the program’s first six years, theatre staff created musicals based on youth’s
stories and focused on three topics: death of a loved one, substance use and drug deal-
ing, and teen pregnancy and parenting. The theatre company based the shows on stories
that sometimes included episodes of violence or characters with histories of maltreatment,
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but the focus of the program remained on dilemmas faced by youth in the present and
the process and implications of making choices in the present and future. When traumatic
experiences were touched upon in these shows, they served as back-story, providing dra-
matic context in which to examine the dilemmas faced by the characters. As the theatre
company expanded its reach and began to work with incarcerated youth, the vast major-
ity of whom had extensive trauma histories, it was apparent that these youth needed to
examine and address their protagonist’s back-story as a primary part of the plot-making
process. This need dramatically changed the process of creating the shows, their content,
and ultimately the focus and goals of the program.

Working with Incarcerated Youth

In 1990, the theatre company performed for the first time at a school in a juvenile deten-
tion center for largely male audiences of detained teens. The discussion leaders found
that the youth, almost all of whom came from violent environments with few material
resources, came up with fewer choices than youth in other school settings. They tended to
see situations as needing flash decisions, with narrower options. Theatre staff had to break
down situations and fashion multiple connecting questions in order to achieve the same
assortment of choices generated in classrooms where populations were more diverse.

Interested in creating a play about the dilemmas presented by teen violence, theatre
staff began to interview youth detained on felony charges. As a result, staff authored a
violence-prevention musical show and discussion that toured local public schools and ini-
tiated an ongoing playwriting and performance workshop for detained and incarcerated
youth. The theatre staff found that the teens that participated in the workshops almost all
told stories of being abandoned, neglected, and abused by their communities and society
at large. They also found that participants were easily drawn into the process of examining
and (through theater) changing their lives. It appeared that before they became involved
in the theatre workshop, no one had ever asked them questions about prior events, rela-
tionships, and decisions in a nonaccusatory manner. Through the simple act of asking
youth about their experiences, judgments, and opinions, staff communicated to the youth
that they had something valuable to offer. This served to create trust between staff and
participants.

Understanding how decisions in the present are shaped by the traumatic back-story. The
first writing and performing workshops for youth in detention lasted 12 weeks, in contrast
to the one-time performances of the program’s early years. This allowed participants to
immerse themselves in the play-making process. Theatre staff discovered that for the con-
fined youth, the process of writing the play, the act of carefully examining and building a
set of goals for a protagonist, often with a grim history, and the struggle to figure out the
path to the final goal, took on increasing importance. The teens, now focused on writing
their stories into plays themselves, had to examine the past in detail. They spent increasing
amounts of time on character back-story. This time spent acknowledging and understand-
ing prior events, especially trauma, created a crucial base for the ability to think through
present and future decisions.

Although the plays produced at the detention center acknowledged a lack of par-
ents and/or parental guidance, their plots focused on the results of living on the streets,
with recurrent exposure to violence, the constant threat of violence, and the ultimate
decision to commit violent acts. The plays produced during this period focused on how
these boys’ lives were shaped by the experience of episodic, extrafamilial violence,
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“community combat”-related stressors consistent with PTSD Criterion A (American
Psychiatric Association, 2000).

Tony, a 15-year-old participant in the detention center program, had grown up virtually
homeless, his mother addicted to drugs. He floated from relative to relative, none of them
offering him permanent shelter. He was kicked out of five different elementary schools for
breaking chairs and lashing out at teachers. He found his “family” with the Vice Lords
on the streets. He was a rising star in the gang when he was arrested on a murder charge
and incarcerated at age 13. Upon arrest, his public defender offered him a plea bargain of
40 years; Tony refused the “bargain.”

Before incarceration, Tony had witnessed the deaths of seven friends and the homi-
cides of at least five other people on the street, four by shootings and one beaten to death.
He had also been exposed to drug use in his home, had witnessed constant domestic vio-
lence by boyfriends toward both his mother and sister, and had witnessed daily violence at
school. Since the age of 5, he had lived in six different households, residing the last two
years prior to his incarceration with his best friend. While staying at his relatives’ homes,
he observed them dealing drugs, and even manufacturing checks. Tony’s experiences are
consistent with the strong correlation between neglect and juvenile offending found in
numerous studies (e.g., Widom, 1989; Wolfe, Wekerle, Scott, Straatman, & Grasley, 2004),
and clarify the pathway many incarcerated youth follow from early neglect to incarceration
(Wolfe et al., 2004): the neglect places them in unsafe environments where they are exposed
to high levels of violence. Traumatized, they then use maladaptive strategies (searching for
a new family by joining a gang), leading to involvement in criminal activity such as dealing
drugs, robbing, and killing.

With the theatre company, Tony wrote and played the part of Twon, who, pressured by
parents and peers, eventually commits suicide. Early in the play, Twon befriends Derrick,
a teen who, already having lost his own father to a violent death, is involved in violent
criminal activity with a prominent street gang. The friendship leads Twon away from his
father’s goals for him, into a life of drug dealing, gangs, and increasing pressure to acquire
money and things. It finally explodes when Twon, believing he has killed his friend, shoots
and kills himself:

I pulled the trigga Now it’s all black
And I really feel the pain Of Rudy givin’ me the gat.
But now it’s too late For me to turn back.
My boy Derrick got caught with a boned back.
And now my eyes are getting darker. . .

Tony invited his mother to parents’ night to see his performance. When she didn’t show up,
he beat one fist against the other, “She never comes to anything positive I do. She just shows
up in court.” Fortunately, the school added a performance and Tony’s mother surprised him
by attending it. At the play’s end, she burst into tears, “Why couldn’t you do something like
this on the streets?” He replied, “This is what your son can do if you pay attention to him
instead of you running on the streets and thinking about yourself.” That day was a turning
point for both of them. His mother gave up drugs and got a job; when Tony was acquitted
and released over a year later, he moved in with her. The theatre company hired Tony upon
his release and, for the next two years, he performed in the violence prevention and teen
pregnancy musicals that toured the schools. Tony, now 32 and the father of three girls, cites
the importance of parental involvement: “I go to every program my daughters do. I am the
assistant coach for one of their basketball teams and the head coach for the other.”
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Tony’s story and those of other boys in the program underlined for theatre staff the
importance of “staging” the traumatic experience. The public role-playing of life stories
clearly made the youth feel better. They attained a certain status, enjoying a sense of
importance and less shame stemming from their experiences. The artists were unknowingly
illustrating a central tenet of Herman’s (1992) trauma and recovery model:

Sharing the (traumatic) experience with others is a precondition for the restitu-
tion of a meaningful world. Restoration of the breach between the traumatized
person and the community depends, first, upon a public acknowledgement of
the traumatic event and second, upon some form of community action. (p. 70)

An audience of people intimately connected to the story witnessed it, often for the first
time from the youth’s point of view. Staff observed familial bonds being created where
previously anger or indifference had prevailed.

Tony’s development, like that of so many youth in the juvenile justice system, was
shaped by his experience of complex trauma, exposure to multiple types of ongoing inter-
personal violence, in combination with neglect and an attachment system that could not
provide safety, protection, and comfort. Tony’s transformation, facilitated in part by his
participation in the theatre program during and after his incarceration as well as the content
of the theatre pieces he created, highlighted the importance of acknowledging and focusing
not solely on community violence, but also on the impact of intrafamilial violence, neglect,
and emotional abuse.

Creating Gender-Specific Programming

In detention, where the ratio of boys to girls was about 15 to 1, the theatre program
included a small number of girls as actors and, occasionally, as playwrights. The girls
inhabited plays created from a male point of view; they existed as mothers and girlfriends.
In addition, given that participation in the program presented one of the few opportunities
to interact with the boys, it quickly became obvious that it was more important to many
girls as a dating hook-up rather than as an opportunity to learn. For example, staff would
often overhear plans to meet in the dark when the lights went out or find notes proposing a
rendezvous under the stage.

Rather than creating opportunities for constructive relationships among the girls, the
plays became competitions for male favor. Theatre staff observed that the girls did not
appear to like each other and treated each other with hostility, often muttering put-downs,
describing each other as “bitches, sluts, and failures,” perhaps because that was how they
viewed themselves. With little or no self-regard, they had difficulty extending compassion
to other females.

OOOH! These girls! All of them, they make me sick!
Why am I locked up with them? I pray to God, I get out quick!

More often than boys, the girls divided into cliques. They also formed romantic relation-
ships with each other and fought viciously for the other’s attention. The staff’s goal became
providing a safe space where girls would learn to feel more self-assured in order to like,
appreciate, and work constructively with other females. It was clear that if the girls were
to tell their stories, being in a group of boys would not be emotionally safe. Staff decided
from the inception of this girl-specific program that the workshop would be for females
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only: The male residents would participate only as audience members. To fill the need for
credible male characters, theatre staff and/or volunteers began to take on those roles that
depended on the reality of the male body to convey the gravity of the situation. The profes-
sional actors made the male/female stage relationships, which often included threatened
or actual sexual violence, safe for the girls and authentic for the audience.

Recognizing the common experience of sexual trauma. Research suggests that 50% to
60% of incarcerated girls have suffered sexual abuse or assault (Cauffman, Feldman,
Waterman, & Steiner, 1998; Dixon et al., 2004); the theatre company’s experience, how-
ever, puts the percentage at about 95%. The first evening of an all-female playwriting group
at the county detention center, one of the girls began to tell the group about being raped by
her mother’s boyfriend. It was as if she had pushed a line of dominos: All the girls began
speaking at once about their own experiences with rape and abuse. One person, willing to
take the risk of exposing a horrific secret to the group, modeled the risk—and the subse-
quent relief—for others. In the initial session of a female writing group at the detention
center, Anastasia wrote this story:

My Mom never could keep a real job. No education, I guess. She turned to
prostituting herself for money to spend on alcohol and drugs. She was always
bringing strange men over that she would call “friends.” We got used to hearing
them in her room every night. Eventually the sounds would turn into yelling
and screaming, “Where’s my money?” The men would grab my Mom and beat
her. They’d call her bad names. “Please don’t hurt me!” she’d cry.

The apartment was set up with a front room, a kitchen, and a back room.
My sister Tammy and I slept in the front. If you looked over the top of the
couch, you could see into the kitchen. We’d be awoken many nights at 2 or 3 in
the morning when we’d hear movement in the kitchen. “Don’t look toward the
kitchen, Ana, or even move!” Tammy would whisper.

One night, I woke up to see my Mom and a man in the kitchen. The man
was sitting on the island with his back to me. My mom was facing him. I saw
the man tying something around my mother’s arm and then he grabbed the
needle. He did something with it and then injected my Mom. I was only 5, too
young to know they were shooting heroin. I turned to my sister Tammy and
pointed, “What are they doing?” She looked scared and screamed, “Ana, no!”
By the time I looked back, the man had already grabbed me. “What are you
looking at?!” His eyes were bloodshot and I could smell the alcohol on his
breath as he leaned me over the couch. Then Tammy was shouting, “Get off of
her!” She jumped on his back. He threw her to the ground like she was a doll.
“Is this what you want?” he yelled at her. “Get off my sister!” I cried. It didn’t
do any good. He raped her. It seemed like forever. When he was done, he beat
her again and again. And he spit on her.

Tammy would be 23 now but I was told by my adopted Mom that she was
beaten to death when she was 17—by her boyfriend.

When Anastasia read her story aloud to the group, the other girls’ reactions were remark-
able, and unlike anything that had occurred in the program when males were present. The
other girls moved in closer, surrounding and supporting Anastasia with their physical pres-
ence. They complimented her for her courage in not only writing the story but reading it
out loud. They asked Anastasia questions about her story and began to disclose their own



246 M. Palidofsky and B. C. Stolbach

similar stories. Inspired by this bonding and newfound group trust, the girls wrote a group
poem reflecting their common experience of familial hurt, sexual abuse, and betrayal:

I thought you wouldn’t hurt me
I thought you of all people would protect me
I thought you would be there for me
I thought you would die for me
I even thought you would cry for me
But, still in all, you lied to me.
You touched me in unknown places.
You did the unthinkable to me. . .

Theatre staff found that the girls who were being charged as adults, and therefore
detained for longer periods of time, appeared to benefit most from the program. Because
of their extended stays in detention, they were able to participate in the process from story-
telling through performance. Leticia, 17, performed in a production at the detention center
as an actress and dancer. Having grown up in a violent household where she was physi-
cally and sexually abused, she related to the story of Jasmine, a girl who retreats to the
streets after being raped. Leticia buried herself physically in gangster boy clothing, unable
to look feminine in any way. Later, she worked for the theatre company and performed this
monologue about the path she took from trauma to incarceration, and about her experience
of acting out a new and transformational role at the detention center:

See, I never wore ANYTHING like a dress before! Baggy pants and baggy
sweaters and my hair pulled back really tight. I looked like a gangster. I WAS
a gangster. I would drink and smoke and take anything I wanted. Then I would
go home where my mom was crying because her boyfriend just beat her up.
Every time I saw her crying because he was always abusing her, it was killing
me inside. So I would do anything to stay away from that house. Anything so
I didn’t have to see my Mom cry.

I would hang out in the neighborhood. It was ghetto, garbage
everywhere—people drinking or stumbling out of bars, the street vendor stand-
ing on the corner, “Elotes, elotes!” like he has the past 15 years, and drive-bys
every other day. So me and my boys would hang out on the corner until the
other gang came through so we can light ‘em up! So I keep getting into trou-
ble. Deeper and deeper and DEEPER. Until one day, I hear a knock on the
door. “You have the right to remain silent—anything you say can and will be
used against you in the court of law.”

Later, at the police station I see my Mom and she’s crying. It made me
angry when I saw her cry before, because it was HIS fault. But this time, she
isn’t crying because HE beat her up. This time, I hurt her. It’s my fault. See, the
first time I caught a case it was just a juvenile case, just two weeks. Nothin’!
But this time, it’s no joke. See, the police picked my boy up with a gun that
had a murder on it and he said that I was involved. Now I am being charged as
an adult. They’re trying to hit me up with 21 to 45 years! I keep hearing that
number in my head. 45 years. That means I’ll be 62 when I get out! I can’t! No
hope, no potential, nothing to live for!
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So in the juvenile home, I’m sitting on section when these two women
come around looking for people who want to act in some show. I say okay
because I want to do something with my time besides sitting around playing
cards and just watching TV. So I join the group and I get the part of a girl
named Jasmine. I find out I have to dance a solo! “Hold up! I CAN’T do this!
I can’t dance like a baby girl! I dance ghetto!” But after a while, I give in.
I start to get excited. I even drag everyone in the group to come in and watch
while I practice. Then the staff comes up to me. “We want you to wear a dress
during the dance.” “Well . . . I guess it’s alright as long as the dress is HOT
RED! Oooh and silky and tight! And make sure the straps are thin and . . . oh
and make it short! But WHATEVER you do, DO NOT bring me PINK! Red
definitely, peach maybe . . . BUT NO PINK!”

When they finally bring the dress, guess what color it is!? PINK!!! “EW!
Do you want me to look like some little girl? People are going to talk about
me in this dress!” But I really want to do the dance. I want to prove that I am
somebody. So even though I REALLY don’t want to, I try on that pink dress.
And I feel . . . well . . . kinda pretty, I feel kinda sweet, I feel . . . like a girl!
And in this dress, I have to move. I can’t help it. It’s like I am someone else,
and . . . I kind of like it! And on the night of the family show, I am so nervous
and I almost start to cry but I take a deep breath and step out on the stage.
I dance as the rest of the girls sing, and all the temptations of harming others
or even toward myself fly away like white swans. And when I look out at the
audience, I see my mother in the very first row right in the middle. I dance
up to her. When I get real close, I whisper, “I love you.” And when I finish,
I see my mom and she is crying. But this time, she’s crying because she is
proud—of me.

In the seat directly behind Leticia’s mother was an attorney. She was moved to take up
Leticia’s case and was able to get her sentence reduced to parole.

Given the opportunity to tell their stories in emotionally safe, female-only settings,
girls were focusing on some of the most personal and painful aspects of their lives prior
to their involvement with the juvenile justice system. A significant challenge for the staff
was the complete unpredictability of most of the girls’ stays in detention. After relating
a horrific tale of trauma, they might go to court and be released without any notice to
staff. Because they were juveniles with no effective aftercare system in place, following
them on the outside was not possible. Although girls often returned to the detention cen-
ter, there was no way to know when or for how long. Theatre staff came to realize that
the program needed stronger institutional roots: an administration that not just tolerated
but supported the program, recognizing its therapeutic value and willing to create links
between the program and counselor/therapists.

The theatre company recognized that to create a truly safe and effective environment
for the girls, the group membership needed to be stable for at least several weeks. In order
to create this stability, staff would have to establish a structure for continuous storytelling
and public staging that would serve a consistent number of girls in a deeper manner. Each
participant needed the opportunity to tell her story, to relate her experience to that of the
other girls, and to receive some public recognition of her past struggles. This continuous
cycle of turning trauma into scenes and song would allow the girls to understand that their
lives could be a learning experience for themselves and others, something they could point
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to with pride because, on stage, it would represent not only an individual but a universal
experience.

Developing the long-term immersion program. With the goal of creating this longer-term
program for girls, in 2003 the theatre company moved the female program from the
temporary detention center to the state-run youth center, where girls remanded to the
Department of Juvenile Justice are incarcerated. The girls’ extended lengths of stay (on
average six months and often longer) gave theatre staff the time to develop a year-round
program with five months of intensive storytelling and staged readings (January–May),
three months of musical playwriting and performance skills (June–August), and three
months of rehearsal leading to a fully produced musical (September–November).

The program at the state residential facility allowed the girls to enter at different mod-
ules during the story-writing, performance, and production process and to continue for as
long as they were in the system or if they returned. Since moving the program to the state
facility, the theatre staff has observed that a large number of the girls are on a “revolving-
door-basis” with the system. Although they may enter the institution for six months at a
time, this six-month period may be repeated as many as five or more times. After sev-
eral failed home or residential placements, the system—or the girls themselves—may opt
for “dead time” when a girl is technically released but has nowhere to go and so remains
incarcerated until she “maxes” out—often at the age of 21.

Fabulous Females: A Musical Theatre Program for Incarcerated Girls

With the development of the longer-term immersion program, theatre staff recognized
that setting a transparent structure for the girls to learn and understand was important.
Staff wanted the youth to recognize and openly participate in the primary goal of the
program—their emotional development through personal storytelling. Many girls enter-
ing the program reported a lack of previous success in completing other curricula at the
center. Thus, theatre staff realized that setting the overall schedule, then establishing mea-
surable daily creative and ensemble behavior goals, set up a practical model for short- and
long-term accomplishment.

With the support of institutional administration at the state facility, the theatre com-
pany sought the approval of counseling staff for each girl’s individual participation.
Although participation in the program was voluntary, counselors could decide that girls
were not “ready” to benefit. It took nearly five years to persuade facility administration and
staff that outside behavior problems should not prevent girls from participating.

Musical Theatre as a Form of Complex Trauma-Focused Therapy

The National Child Traumatic Stress Network has identified six core components of
intervention for complex trauma: Safety, Self-Regulation, Self-Reflective Information
Processing, Traumatic Experiences Integration, Relational Engagement, and Positive
Affect Enhancement (Cook et al., 2005). Each of these core components is clearly present
in the Fabulous Females program. As detailed below, the program has developed rules and
rituals, including daily goal setting and evaluation, which serve to create a physically and
emotionally safe environment for participants. Participants practice self-regulation skills
throughout the program, especially in theatre games and rehearsing and performing songs
and dialogue. Self-reflective information processing is clearly evident in the process of
writing, “mining stories for gold,” and examining links between past and present. Through
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this process, participants engage in integration of their traumatic experiences, and thanks to
the use of poetry, song, dance, and movement, that integration can occur not just at a cog-
nitive level, but also at a physiological level. Witnesses to a Fabulous Females performance
can testify to the relational engagement that occurs, as participants form strong construc-
tive relationships with each other, with the teaching artists, and with the audience. Finally,
even when dealing with painful experiences or the challenges of performing, participants
benefit from positive affect enhancement.

Establishing Safety

Theatre staff has guided the program to become increasingly transparent and intentional.
At their entry into the program, participants learn to craft a written contract with each
other, with the stated goal of creating a safe space for relating personal stories. The con-
tract clarifies the purposes of the workshop as well. At the outset, the girls agree to not
only write but to perform their stories together publicly for other residents, families, and
community members. Because of the group contract and its specified confidentiality, the
stories the girls reveal are clearly presented in the context of an art form, not as gossip on
the unit.

Theatre staff came to understand the importance of having the girls portray each other,
emphasizing the commonality of their pain and giving them the opportunity to observe
themselves in their own stories. One girl remarked in surprise after viewing her scene at a
staged reading, “I sounded so rude to my foster mother!” Had she portrayed herself, she
would have focused on the task of convincingly conveying her anger at the foster mother
rather than perceiving the emotional effect of her own behavior on the parent.

Affect Identification, Self-Regulation, and Positive Affect Enhancement

Along with goal-setting for each session, theatre staff established a process for the girls to
take their “emotional temperatures.” At the beginning of each session, each group member
states something that is obvious about her looks or clothing. This is followed by a state-
ment about how she feels and why. These “outside/inside” assessments assist the leaders
in determining the needs of the group. Staff has learned that if participants are largely
angry or depressed, the group needs to spend time playing theatre games before they work.
Games are used not only to develop performance skills but to create a sense of play. The
games help the girls ease away from their outside stresses, to control their ability to both
face themselves and their problems and to let them go, to touch each other physically in
nonthreatening ways, to make eye contact with each other, and most of all to laugh. When
the group is able to elevate its mood and the girls begin to relax and laugh, the leaders
know that they can commence writing or rehearsing.

To emphasize goal achievement and the emotional changes that occur when girls focus
on play and work that transform their narratives into drama, staff developed daily self-
evaluation forms. These forms help the girls to measure whether or not they have achieved
the artistic and ensemble goals set by theatre staff and their own personal goals. Each girl
begins the session by recording her “outside/inside” and goals (artistic, ensemble, and
personal) for the session. At the conclusion of the session, each girl states and records
something positive that she notices about the group or herself, and measures and records
her ending “inside.” The latter often makes the point that one’s “insides” change in a
positive manner when one occupies oneself in activities in which one actively works at
getting along with others to achieve a shared objective.
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Recognizing and Responding to a Pattern of Complex Trauma

Since committing to year-round programming in 2003, theatre staff has noticed a consis-
tent pattern to the girls’ stories. In response to a writing prompt, most girls relate a story of
trauma and abuse, often ongoing and including multiple episodes and forms of violence.
The girls frequently report that they are telling these stories for the first time. (Once the pro-
gram was firmly established at the center and the residents became familiar with it, girls
reported that they entered the program with the specific intention of revealing their trauma
narrative.) For one production, the first set of 44 stories contained 32 accounts of direct
violence inflicted on the girls, including 10 rapes, three gang rapes, five cases of child sex-
ual abuse, nine physical assaults, and two instances of being shot. In addition, the stories
revealed that over 30% of the violence was frequent and ongoing; the perpetrators of sexual
violence were all male and were known by the girls in the majority of the cases (often a
relative, friend, or ex-boyfriend). In the 44 stories, there were 15 mentions of a close friend
or family member’s death, half of these due to violence. The stories also focused on the
girls’ intense emotional pain, with 30 references to the writer’s distress, including 11 men-
tions of depression, five mentions of self-blame, three mentions of suicidal thoughts, and
five mentions of general anguish.

Self-Reflective Information Processing: Understanding the Links

Increasingly aware of the storytelling patterns, theatre staff began to guide the participants
to describe in detail the emotional consequences of the trauma and abuse they had experi-
enced and the choices they made in reaction to those previously undisclosed feelings. Staff
observed that these responses also followed a pattern: The expression of depression and
anger most often led to abusing alcohol or drugs, dropping out of school and other positive
programs and/or activities, joining gangs or seeking out other similarly “disturbed” and
negative peers, and together, committing acts leading to incarceration.

After observing this pattern in the girls’ stories, staff realized that the next step was
to guide the girls to use it to create the structure of their plays. Discussing, writing, and
performing their experiences and translating them into a single, communal dramatic arc
helped the girls to safely process the events and to see the similarities in their stories.
As the girls reenacted these events, they came to understand the connections between their
past experiences, emotional responses, and choices. Staff supported the girls as they added
a new ending to the story, a moment when their character, after living through the known
trauma, makes a previously unthought of or untried choice based on this new comprehen-
sion of life experiences. The staff’s goal was to give girls an actual experience of future
decision making. Through the integration and mastery of trauma, girls can imagine a future
in which they have choices rather than being controlled by the past.

An Example of Trauma Experience Integration and Relational Engagement: Mary’s
Story

Mary, convicted of sexually abusing her friend’s cousin, was incarcerated at the age of
13 and in the system, locked up or in a treatment facility, for nearly eight years. The story
she told through her participation in the theatre program had not been documented and
was unknown to correctional administration or therapeutic staff. Once disclosed, the story
not only provided Mary with a new understanding of the link between past trauma and her
“crime” but created a totally different institutional response for her release. Mary reported:
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I remember the judge announcing that I was guilty on all charges of sexual
abuse and would serve at least 90 days. No one throughout the trial asked if
someone had abused me. I ended up incarcerated for five months; then they
sent me home. I didn’t feel safe there with my father doing drugs, so they sent
me to a treatment facility for seven months. This was a place where you were
supposed to open up and talk about your past but I didn’t want to, I didn’t
trust anyone, they wanted to force you to talk. I finally ran away from there
but was picked up on the highway in thirty minutes. They said I wasn’t doing
what I was supposed to so they sent me back to prison. Then I went back to the
treatment facility. I wanted to go home. I put my hand through the wall. Why
didn’t I open up there? I didn’t feel supported, I didn’t want to live through
flashbacks—and they just wanted me to feel guilty for my crime.

Mary’s initiation to the theatre workshop occurred at the time of her second incarceration.

Being in the group was a relief; I could talk and knew everything would be
confidential. There was someone there who would get me through my story
and understand my life and what I was coming through. I started with the story
of throwing a chair at a teacher because I felt like an angry child and I needed to
let people know I was angry. Once I told that story, everything became easier.

Mary commented on her next encounter with the theatre company when the system
reincarcerated her after another treatment center placement:

My second experience of being in the play was amazing. It wasn’t my story
that I was performing but it helped open my eyes to my own abuse. That it
wasn’t my fault entirely. I knew I shouldn’t do it to others but I wanted to let
other people know what had happened to me.

Mary performed the role of Jessie, a girl who loses a brother to a tornado and takes out
her anger destroying another girl’s house. Mary’s portrayal was passionate and truthful,
as if her life depended on her commitment to telling this story. At the climax of the play,
Mary’s character confesses that she feels responsible for her brother’s death. This public
declaration of guilt causes the group to support Jessie and one another, and propels the
protagonist to also acknowledge the truth about her rape, and her choices to be silent and
to commit crimes in retribution. As a result, the group of girls in the play decides to do
within the institution what they have not accomplished on the outside: to become a dance
team and perform for their families and mentors.

After the performance, Mary stayed on at the facility on “dead time”—she was techni-
cally paroled but had nowhere to go. She decided to stay until she “maxed out”—served out
her parole time. At that point, the system would have no legal hold over her and she would
be free to live where she pleased. She re-entered the theatre company’s writing workshop.

When I came back into the writing workshop, a few months later, there was a
night when I had just received a bad letter from my family—that they didn’t
want to have anything to do with me anymore and that I should not come
home. Although my sister wrote the letter, I knew it was from my Mom—she
just didn’t know how to write it. I was hurt and mad. This made me want to
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tell my side of the story; it set me free to tell it. I felt so good to get it out, to
have someone read it and listen to it and accept it and help me through it.

When she wrote her story, Mary had been in the system for nearly eight years. There was
no mention of Mary’s experience of chronic sexual abuse in any of her files. This story was
presented first as a staged reading and later incorporated into the fall musical where it was
performed by another girl:

It’s a nice summer in the year 1998. I am staying with my dad’s best friend,
Lawrence. My two sisters and me, we all look at him as uncle. My dad enjoys
Lawrence taking us out of the house—especially me. Lawrence’s semi is a
medium sized dark blue with black doors and pictures covered all of the walls.
His seats are black leather with loony tunes. His visors are a deep purple
with a touch of pink in them. He keeps thick rusted chains on his tires all
year round. Lawrence is about six feet tall, salt and peppery hair (always
brushed to the back), he is very slim, but a healthy 67 year old. Me, on the
other hand, seven years old with little banana curled pigtails and blue-jeans
overalls. Short and chubby with light sparkling green eyes. My Grandpa calls
me, “MY LITTLE CUTIE PIE.” Lawrence does multiple deliveries a week for
a trucking company. He always takes me, personally on the road with him. He
takes me because he knows that I won’t say anything.

MARY: June 3, 1998.
LAWRENCE: I’m taking her with me. I hope you don’t mind.
CASPER: No, no I don’t mind. Just make sure she doesn’t run off too far.
(Both men laugh.)
MARY: Lawrence and I leave the house about 4:30 p.m. His semi is
comfortable enough for a baby to go to sleep.
LAWRENCE: You want real food or junk food?
MARY: Junk food.
LAWRENCE: OK, Burger King. Gonna stop for some gas and a midnight
snack. Then Iowa here we come!
MARY: We make it to Iowa at dawn break. He makes his delivery and picks
up another one for Michigan. On the way there we have to do another pit
stop because I really have to go. He walks into the bathroom with me and
watches me like he’s a vulture and I’m the prey. I walk out of the gas
station and of course, he is surely enough right behind me. I start to run
to the over sized semi of a truck. I get in and he gets in, too.
LAWRENCE: Why don’t you sit on my lap?
MARY: I do. His voice is husky when he whispers in my ear.
LAWRENCE: You tell and I’ll kill you. Do you got that pretty little one?
MARY: “I got it.” Lawrence starts to caress me. His hands are rough and
wrinkled against my baby soft skin. Then he rips my clothes off. I scream.
He covers my mouth with a towel. “Stop it! You’re hurting me!” He won’t
quit and now I know that this may be my last night.

Mary explains further,

When we did my story as a staged reading before the audience and I sat there
and listened to it, I was overcome with shame and started crying. But then
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everyone came up and hugged me and supported me and said it wasn’t my
fault. This story talked about my Dad’s friend and it finally released me to
come to the theatre staff and tell about my Dad and how he had also sexually
abused me. When theatre staff told me I had to talk to my therapist because
I was finally being released and the system wanted to send me back by my
home, I did. My therapist told me she did not recommend me going home.

Mary told theatre staff that her sexual victimization by her father and his friend had begun
at the age of five and continued on a daily basis until she was incarcerated at the age of 13.
Between incarcerations, it continued until she was 15 years old. Mary also witnessed the
weekly sexual abuse of her sister, when Mary was nine and her sister ten years old. Mary’s
father and his friend regularly abused alcohol and drugs. Although the system did charge
the two men with sexual abuse, neither man spent more than a few months in jail. Based
on the revelation of this story in the theatre group, the system decided not to send Mary
to a shelter by her family’s home. Instead, they sent her to a homeless shelter in a large
urban area upstate. She still resides in that city, now in an apartment. The disclosure of
this story convinced the institution’s administration that they needed to facilitate more
communication between the counseling and theatre staff.

A year after her release, Mary felt it was important to confront her father. She phoned
him and accused him of sexually abusing her. “He admitted he did it, but he did not apolo-
gize. My sister still lives in his house with her children. She denies that anything happened
to her. I don’t consider him my father anymore.” Mary regrets that her mother never sup-
ported her through the years of abuse, but she is also determined to create a better future
for herself. She is employed at an upscale restaurant, lives with her fiancé, and plans to
attend cosmetology school.

Growing Awareness of the Importance of Early Caregiver Relationships

Mary’s story, like many of the narratives developed in the writing workshops for the incar-
cerated girls center, focused not only on her experience of sexual trauma but also on her
feeling that she had been betrayed and abandoned by her mother. Many of the girls’ sto-
ries have highlighted the significance of absent or neglectful mothers (whether physically
absent or due to drugs or mental illness). As staff has grown increasingly aware of the
connection of the girls’ early attachment histories to their experiences of trauma, they have
asked the girls, as part of the playwriting process, to reflect on their maternal relation-
ships. Many girls, returning to the center multiple times generally on parole violations,
arrive pregnant or having recently given birth and it has become clear that their maternal
relationships complicate their own pregnancies and approaches to child rearing. As the
girls recount their experiences with maternal figures, they are processing how their under-
standing of those relationships might affect and inform their ability to mother their own
children.

Conclusion

Despite increasing recognition by researchers of trauma histories and trauma-related diag-
noses among juvenile offenders, the pathways from trauma exposure to criminal offending
have yet to be fully explored or understood. In a recent review of the research and theo-
retical literature on the relationships between trauma and delinquency, Kerig and Becker
(2010) suggested that understanding these relationships requires a transactional develop-
mental approach because of the “complex chain of causes and effects” (p. 23) that can
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lead from trauma to incarceration. The stories told by the incarcerated participants in an
urban community-based musical theatre program can inform and enhance the theoretical
understanding of the relationship between trauma and incarceration. Consistent patterns in
these stories over the years include: (a) early histories characterized by often previously
undisclosed trauma and disrupted or impaired attachments, (b) emotional, behavioral, and
psychological effects of these experiences, such as anger, depression, and triggered dys-
regulation, (c) subsequent behavior problems, such as dropping out of school and positive
activities, substance use and abuse, and identifying with and “hanging out” with peers in
similar situations, and (d) criminal behavior and incarceration.

Due to the many barriers to mental health treatment inherent in juvenile justice
systems, once incarcerated these youth rarely have the opportunity to participate in inter-
ventions focused on their experience of complex trauma and its sequelae. Although the
creators of the theatre program intended it to promote growth and healthy behavior in par-
ticipants, they did not set out initially to fashion a psychotherapy intervention, nor did they
have any plan for the program to facilitate the creation of trauma narratives. Nonetheless,
due to the needs and strengths of program participants and the capacity of the theatre staff
to understand and respond to those needs and strengths, the program has evolved into a
therapeutic intervention that is not only trauma-informed, but, in contrast to many ser-
vices currently available to incarcerated youth, addresses complex trauma histories and
trauma-related symptoms in a deep and lasting way.

Skowyra and Cocozza (2007) stated that “juvenile justice and mental health systems
must create environments that are sensitive and responsive to the trauma-related histo-
ries of youth,” and that “gender-specific services and programming should be available
for girls involved in the juvenile justice system” (p. 43). The experience of the theatre
program and the stories of Tony, Anastasia, Leticia, and Mary demonstrate that musical
theatre may be uniquely suited to create such environments and programming. The theatre
program provides participants with opportunities to achieve many of the goals of more
traditional trauma-focused interventions, including: establishment of safe relationships,
development of the capacity for emotional self-regulation, understanding links between
the traumatic past and current functioning, creation of an integrated trauma narrative, bear-
ing witness, transforming and giving new meaning to traumatic experiences, constructive
present engagement with others, and development of a future orientation. It is also possi-
ble that the creation and performance of poems, songs, and theatre pieces, in addition to
transforming trauma, may facilitate integration and healing at a neurobiological level not
easily attained in traditional psychotherapy.

Similar to the field of child trauma itself, the theatre program, guided by the survivors
it has served, has continuously adapted and shifted its focus over the last 25 years. Initially,
the program focused on youth attitudes, beliefs, and decision-making skills in the context
of stressful, sometimes traumatic experiences. Next, it moved to a focus on the ways in
which youths’ lives were shaped by episodic “combat”-like traumatic stressors, including
some narration of trauma. This was followed by a focus on ongoing relational trauma,
specifically the sexual abuse of girls, including in-depth trauma experience integration
work. The program’s current focus on complex trauma histories (i.e., understanding girls’
experience of ongoing violence in the context of impaired primary attachment systems) and
the relationship of those histories to present relational functioning may create opportunities
for addressing, and perhaps even interrupting, the intergenerational transmission of trauma.

The success of the theatre program in engaging and facilitating healing in incar-
cerated youth is likely related to numerous factors, including the fact that it is not run
by juvenile justice system institutional staff, participation is voluntary, the emphasis on
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creating community and on the commonality of traumatic experience, the opportunity to
produce something for others, and the fact that the work of creating and putting on a show
is also fun. The lessons learned by the program staff as the program evolved, as well as the
stories of program participants, can serve as a model for those working with incarcerated
youth or with other children and adolescents with complex trauma-related difficulties.
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