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VITALIZING CULTURE IN YOUTH

Daniel A. Kelin, 11
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This article chronicles a process used extensively by the author to immerse Pacific Island youth in artistic traditions of
their own culture by combining indigenous art forms with western theatre techniques. This process, practiced in Hawaii,
Micronesia and American Samoa, captures young people’s interest in being engaged and involved, while being given the
opportunity to actively contribute to the project and not just receivers of information. By building original performances
from music, dance and cultural folklore, the young participants both take charge of their own learning and deepening
their understanding of their cultural identity, helping to put their lives into perspective, making sense of who they are

and what they are able to achieve

A teacher at the College of the Marshall Islands
once asked me to lecture on a project I was
conducting with Marshallese youth in Majuro.
The topic focused on how the literary tradi-
tions of a culture, in this case the folklote of
the Marshall Islands, provide valuable material
for the cultural and social education of youth.
As I gave the talk, I mentioned several folklore
characters from the folklore that I had read
about, collected and with which I had worked.
Several times during the talk, the students nod-
ded in recognition, or laughed at the remem-
bered exploits particular
However, more often than I anticipated, the
students professed a lack of awareness of stor-
ies and legends to which I referred. A few days
after the class, when next I met the teacher, she
noted that some of the students had felt a little
embarrassed as they did not feel that they knew
as much about their own culture as I seemed
to.

This lack of familiarity of both the literature
and cultural traditions of the students’ own

of a character.

ethnicity is lamentable and unfortunate. How-
evet, it is also not truly surprising. The elder
members of many societies note that the youth
of their culture seem blasé about retaining and
respecting cultural ways. I have had storytellers
from several Pacific Islands share their dismay
over this situation. It is also one I have en-
countered many times as during my work with
children and youth from throughout the Pacific
and Asia, both in Hawaii and on other islands
as well.

In the past, older relatives modeled for
children the ways of life within their society
and culture, sharing pearls of wisdom embed-
ded within proverbs, stories, chants, songs,
dances and other artistic traditions. With the
coming of an urban-based life style, however,
extended families begin to dissolve. The
younger generation moves to the easier and
more convenient life of capital cities or weal-
thier foreign countries. With a high preponder-
ance of Pacific islanders leaving their island
homes to cultivate a more secure life for them-
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selves and their children, the dissolution of cer-
tain aspects has increased. With lack of regular
exposure to elders and respected leaders of the
society, cultural identity is not modeled, passed
along or ingrained.

In addition, schooling often features text-
books from other countries, lacking representa-
tion of the culture within which they are being
used. Motreover, as families move or children
are moved to other countties, teachers outside
of the islands have little knowledge of the Pa-
cific cultures. The accessibility of technological
entertainment, from cell phone games to tele-
vision to DVDs, chips away at the interest the
young have in sitting and listening to stories of
long and not so long ago. You might see a
group of people gathered as in pictures of old
when people gathered to hear tales told. How-
ever, at the center, you are more likely to hear
the buzz of a television or rumble of a boom
box than a storyteller's words.

Certainly progress will always be a part of
human life, and many people use technological
advances to help capture and preserve valuable
aspects of culture, from knowledge of plants
and medicine to navigational acumen to epic
tales of cultural heroes. A question remains,
however. How can one instill in youth a sense
of excitement and interest about cultural intel-
ligence, knowledge and tradition?

A process 1 have practiced in several Pacific
Islands combines indigenous art forms with
western theatre techniques in a way that builds
on young people’s interest in being engaged,
involved, and given the opportunity to actively
contribute to an activity or project not just re-
ceivers of information. Moreover, young peo-
ple love a good story, especially if the story
touches on who they are and where they are
from. Stories are powerful forms of communi-
cation that not only validate our own experi-
ence, but also connect us to family, culture and
community. Sharing stories of our past helps
us put our lives into perspective, making sense
of whom we are and what we can accomplish.
By interacting with stories of their culture,
family and themselves, young people not only
gain a sense of self and their peers, but also be-

gin to discover how shared experiences bind us
together as humans.

The process to which I refer features at its
center a drama technique known best as “play-
building.” Playbuilding is an improvisation-
based, exploratory technique that encourages
group cohesion, builds verbal confidence, chal-
lenges young people to explore a range of
verbal expression and develop problem-solving
skills. In addition, it builds confidence in lan-
guage use, whether helping a child feel more
comfortable presenting and talking in front of
a group or those who are limited English
speakers to develop additional language skills.

The playbuilding process involves and en-
gages all participants at every step. They decide
for themselves how involved they should be
and how to best shape their involvement. They
review and assess their involvement, challen-
ging themselves to further achievements. They
evaluate their ongoing creations and alter their
work as they decide is best. The process also
builds naturally on oral and dance traditions,
which offers students significant and personal
ways to achieve success. Through all these
purposes, this engaging and involving process
builds on student interest in deepening cultural
identity and understanding.

The effectiveness of playbuilding with Pa-
cific Island youth in particular first struck me in
1992 through my outreach work with the
Honolulu Theatre for Youth servicing a Mar-
shall Islands social service agency for youth,
Jodrikdrik nan Jodrikdrik ilo Ejmour (JNJIE).
Contracted to teach Marshallese youth how to
“do” theatre, it seemed to me that I needed to
engage them in a process that would elicit their
own understanding of their community, island,
peers and culture. Instead of writing a play for
them or bringing to their islands a scripted play
that had proved successful in Idaho or Michi-
gan or even Hawaii, I decided to tap into their
own performance understandings and abilities,
both learning from them and guiding them to
discover how to create effective, meaningful
work both for themselves and their audiences.

There were hurdles, of course. The most
unexpected for me being this lack of connec-
tion to some cultural traditions. However, that
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very surprise proved to be the impetus for the
experimentation that led to the process 1 out-
line here.

As I experimented most with this process in
the Marshall Islands, I will focus primarily on
work I have done with JNJIE in this article.
However, the structure and philosophy is simi-
lar to projects I have been involved with in
Samoa and Hawaii, the latter including a pro-
ject with a group of Marshallese and Chuukese
youth. In each case the young participants were
generally between the ages of 12 and 20, al-
though I am now using a simplified version of
the process with younger children who are in
ESLL (English as Second Language Learners)
programs in Hawaii’s public schools, a high
proportion of which are Micronesian.

The first step in this process is always basic
drama training. This begins with performance
skills and technique exploration, focusing on
improvisation, storytelling, physical expression,
pantomime and the metaphoric use of tab-
leaux, music and dance. Together we experi-
ment with this wide range of techniques for
expression to help the participants develop a
vocabulary from which to draw when later we
play-build. The first step also helps overcome a
significant obstacle: an initial reluctance to
"take center stage," especially in front of
someone not of their culture (i.c., myself).

Once a vocabulary of skills has been built,
the group then experiments with creating
scenes, applying the skills learned eatlier.
Improvisation is the primary mode for creating
scenes as it taps into the participants’ talent for
"talking story." Since most who participate in
these types of projects are from homes or
places where few make a regular habit of read-
ing, conversation is the chief means of ex-
changing  information and  knowledge.
Improvisation benefits from that conversa-
tional tone, encouraging the participants to
build their dramatic interpretations in comfort-
able and recognized ways that will create an ac-
cessible connection with the audience.

With improvisation, loosely structured
storylines guide the development of the scenes,
giving the participants a great amount of re-
sponsibility and power. They realize quickly

they must contribute or nothing happens. This
means the participants switch characters within
developing scenes often to find out who is
more equipped to delve deeply into a particular
character or scene. Oddly enough, though, par-
ticipants tend to become more involved if they
jump in, in reaction to another participant's
lack of ideas then if they start the process
themselves. When participants take that kind of
responsibility, the training becomes ecasier and
self-sustaining. Building scenes improvisation-
ally also helps if someone does not show up to
class, rehearsal or are unable to perform. Other
students can step quickly into a role and play a
scene in a similar, but newly improvised, way.
Next, we find the story that will be the
foundation for what follows. I learned quickly
that the best way to find a story was to let the
story find us. Instead of trying to pre-plan the
story event, I find it's better to find out about
the students, see what islands they are from,
see what they know and remember of their cul-
ture, explore their talents for speaking, panto-
mime, dance and song. Somewhere in the
midst of all this knowledge lies a clue to a
story, possibly an almost forgotten or fragmen-
tary one that needs just one excited individual
to fan the flames to life. One goal I have car-
ried is to have the students collect tales from
relatives or elders of the community or culture
so the story is not a watered down book ver-
sion or even in a book for that matter. Another
goal is to have a storyteller share one with us.
One of the other reasons I have found it
beneficial to use cultural folklore is because
folklore is often "epic" in nature, involving
many characters or groups of characters. This
simple means that many participants can be in-
volved simultaneously, spreading the wealth of
the process and building in the safety of num-
bers for those still a little shy to take the risk
individually. Folklore also often incorporates
song and dance, two art forms that significantly
increase the effectiveness of the stories and in-
crease the excitement of the participants and
the audience. Finally, and most importantly to
this article, folklore challenges all participants,
including myself, to research correct ways of
presenting the ancestral life of the cultures.
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One challenge, however, that surfaces every
so often is the question of finding the “cor-
rect” version of the story with which we wish
to work. Since many of the tales are tradition-
ally oral, it suggests that they are very influ-
enced by perception and the telletr’s purpose
for sharing the story. Therefore, I continually
ask, is it necessary for the participants to create
the "petfect” or “correct” version of the story?
The folkloric stories work for the very reason
that they are meant to be orally transmitted,
meaning the teller feels a sense of ownership of
the story. This is exactly what makes the play-
building process so powerful with young par-
ticipants. When they feel a sense of ownership
over the story, they are essentially reconnecting
with a vital part of themselves and their cul-
ture. To belabor exact “correctness” robs the
participants that joy of ownership.

One particular project of which I was a part
highlights this last point. The project, con-
ducted in Hawaii with Micronesian youth, was
a part of a larger project with parallel versions
conducted in other places in the US with Na-
tive American youth. As we finished the pro-
ject, the evaluator of the larger project noted
that ours was the only energetic, engaging ver-
sion that deeply involved the youth in connect-
ing to their culture and a sense of personal
achievement. He attributed the difference to
our flexibility; the parallel projects spent a great
deal of time dwelling on the political and cul-
tural “correctness” of the stories and perform-
ances, alienating the young participants.

This, however, is not to say that the have
free reign to change the story as they will, but
forgiving a few story details to capture their in-
terest seems fair. More to the point, my ex-
petience has taught me that once participants
have spent time with a story, hearing it, re-
hearsing it and performing it, they are much
more interested in learning where the details
may vary in authentic versions of the story.
They do not forget the story; instead, they are
more interested when next they hear it again.

To that purpose, the folkloric story is al-
ways presented to the students orally. Written
sources are not used, as the participants will
most often then rely on the printed words. Af-

ter the presentation, the story is deconstructed,
examined and broken down into scenes and
then reconstructed improvisationally. During
this process, the group learns songs attached to
the particular tale or, alternatively, collectively
create new songs. They teach each other dan-
ces that accompany the songs, or learn them
from cultural specialists. Older people are of-
ten consulted as resources, detailing to the
young performers the ways of living from the
long ago past and demonstrating dances and
songs and sharing stories. The elders hardly get
a chance to sit down as the youth ask them to
go over the dances repeatedly. In that ex-
change, the ultimate goal has been reached. In-
stead of being apathetic about storytelling,
song and dance, the youth are actively secking
information about these arts. They are in-
volved. They want to make sure it is correct. It
becomes theirs, just as cultural stories should
be.

While working with the story, I do not let
anyone write it down. A story becomes too de-
finitive in people’s minds when written down.
In shaping the story for our performance, it
must reflect the way the young people under-
stand it, hear it and eventually deliver it. That
only happens if they make the words their
own. We shape it through recalling and retell-
ing it; we analyze it to decide how to recreate it
through theatre, focusing on the characters and
the drama. By telling it as we shape it, we are
drawn to the fun, the mystery and the inconsis-
tencies and find a way to use those elements to
keep the tale unique and oral. In addition, by
having the youth speak the story repeatedly,
they advise and correct each other, thus be-
coming active participants in the shaping. They
also become active participants in preserving
the story. For students who may not be using
their first language, the constant discussion,
sharing and talking strengthens their language
skills through purposeful and engaging work.

Once we have analyzed the story and
agreed upon the basic plotline, groups of stu-
dents are then challenged to improvisationally
develop specific scenes, bringing the play
building into the process. For me, this is still
very much "storytelling" even though the tell-
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ing is now more physical and visual than
verbal. "Theatretelling," as it were, is extremely
important in a day and age of multi-media. The
impact of video, TV and movies on young
people cannot be underestimated. This is the
main reason we do the stories in this manner,
to capture that sense of wanting to watch and
not just listen.

A key element in this process is creating a
sense of ownership in the students in their own
cultural heritage. That heritage is a primary
teaching tool. Storytelling, song and dance are
still viable and important traditions throughout
the Pacific. The oral tradition, however, has
not been able to keep up with the quickly de-
veloping tradition of television and videotapes.
Nor does dance seem to be holding up against
the infusion of Western culture. Music and
songs are still very much a part of daily life but
are being challenged by church music on one
side and rock 'n roll on the other. This drama
process attempts to instill a respect for a cul-
ture in the midst of this change, while trying to
stop the materialistic attitude of tossing out the
old for the new.

The revival of these skills and cultural
treasures does not end there, however. By
combining western-style theater techniques
with dance, legends and music celebrates cul-
tural heritage by bringing the past to full life in
a way that is engaging and fun, but most im-
portantly in a way that makes it theirs; their
stories, their dance, their language, and, as it is
improvisationally built, their own form of
interaction and humor. The youth learn the
skills, but find ways to use those skills to touch
their audience, as other media cannot. It is a
selective syncretism that has fired a need within
many youth who have participated in this pro-
cess to seck out their unique traditions of
storytelling, dance and song.

When artistic traditions of their culture are
added into the mix, students become very con-
nected to a process that reflects who they are
and celebrates the unique and fascinating as-
pects of their ancestry. Students are then pre-
pared to collect, share, read and write more
such stories. The ideal residency advances to a
new level by encouraging everyone in the class

to collect tales from their own family or rela-
tives and bring them to class to share. Not only
does this increase their personal connection to
the process, but it also gives the students a
chance to participate in the play-building pro-
cess again, but this time small groups of the
students play-build from a whole story of their
own choice. The students, then, become ex-
perts, culturally, as storytellers and as the
dramatizers of the stories.

As scenes are developed, we often supple-
ment the physical telling with dance steps and
music. I do not mean songs and dances in this
case. There are actions that are difficult to stage
realistically that become more visually interest-
ing when presented in the metaphoric style of
dance. For example, in a story called JEBRO,
the character Jebro and his brothers have a ca-
noe race. In our presentation of the story we
did not use canoes but found a dance step that
gave the impression of the fluid movement of a
canoe then added the suggestion of paddling.
In the race, Jebro overtakes his brothers. To
continue the dance style we chose to have Je-
bro remain center stage while the brothers
danced moving backward and finally off the
stage. The visual impression was of Jebro mov-
ing toward us. Simple, yes, and not a brand
new idea either, but I think it is important to
note that all of our choices are based on exist-
ent song, dance and story. We do not choreo-
graph, we extend the metaphor.

The performance of the story, when a pro-
ject culminates in such, is as rewarding as the
process of creating it, as the audience shares
knowledge of the songs and dances and the
heritage from which the stories emerge. Laugh-
ter is the best indicator in the Marshall Islands,
as applause is here, and you can almost hear
the laughter echoing off the reefs and rolling
across the dark lagoon. The performers, the
youth backstage and the audience spread out
on mats, gravel, logs, stones and wooden
benches under the night sky share a unique ex-
perience that is almost becoming a new tradi-
tion in those islands. Outer Islanders are now
regularly requesting copies of videotapes of the
performances, and if that is not an interesting
irony, I do not know what is.
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The performances are most often a coming
together of the community, a coming together
that affirms a place for the past, present and
future of the participants and their culture.
They take charge of the stage as they learn to
take charge of their lives, learning from the old
as they create the new. Many young audience
members chant bits and pieces of the perform-
ances after the show.

One of the most satisfying stories ever
shared by the Marshallese group concerned a
young man named Leli who, shunned by
neighbors as a "momma's boy", wanted to be a
warrior. Through a frustrating and enlightening
series of adventures, he gained a magic that
transformed him into a giant who defeated the
enemy. To theatricalize the story the war was
danced, canoe sailing was a combination of
music, original song and rhythmic movement
and Leli's ultimate triumph (transforming into
a glant and defeating the enemy) was created
by elevating the actor behind palm leaf screens
while having him "kill" the others in a highly
stylized slow motion sequence set to music.

In cases where more than one performan-
ces or sharing of the students’ work occurs, the
nervousness of the first performance is re-
placed by a second of wild performance. The
youth have discovered their power. They milk
everything for what it is worth. Moreover, the
audience responds in kind. One of the first
years I ever conducted a project like this in Ma-
juro, a third performance was added last min-
ute. From word of mouth only, over twenty-
five hundred people attended that Monday
night performance.

Playbuilding can be a powerful tool when
the process weaves students’ own cultural ele-
ments into it. A flood of emotion and personal
accomplishment follows when the youth create
ideas and are pushed to explore them as far as
possible. Through the dialog, performance and
cultural revival they discover a sense of power,
of being able to do something, be heard, have
others listen. It is a hard battle against the in-
flux and influence of western ideals of beauty
and style, but the excitement generated by per-
forming stories of the past instills a pride in the

participants that, in a small way, vitalizes cul-
ture for the youth.
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