
February 2011
Volume 49 Number 1
Article Number 1IAW5

Return to Current Issue

A Reduction of Risk Behaviors Through Teen
Interactive Theater Education (TITE)

Daniel A. McDonald
Area Assistant Agent

Pima County Cooperative Extension
The University of Arizona

Tucson, AZ
mcdonald@cals.arizona.edu

Lela Rankin Williams
Assistant Professor

School of Social Work
Arizona State University

Phoenix, Arizona
lrw@asu.edu

Ruth Carter
Family and Youth Development Agent

Maricopa County Cooperative Extension
The University of Arizona

Phoenix, Arizona
rcarter@cals.arizona.edu

Abstract: This article provides a brief overview of the Teen Interactive Theater Education (TITE)
curriculum, the theory behind its inception, and the expected outcomes. TITE is an innovative positive youth
development program that engages young people in the consideration of pertinent topics in today's society
through the use of experiential activities such as writing and performing skits about avoidance of risky
behaviors. The program is grounded in the six elements of positive youth development and reflects the nine
principles of effective prevention programs. Preliminary evaluation results indicate significant changes in the
desired direction for interpersonal skills.

Teen Interactive Theater Education (TITE) is an innovative positive youth development program that
engages young people in the consideration of pertinent topics in today's society through the use of
experiential activities such as writing and performing skits about avoidance of risky behaviors. Theatrical
youth programs such as TITE can help adolescents develop skills needed to manage emotional situations in
real life (Larson & Brown, 2007). Furthermore, skills-based programs that engage adolescents in
community-based activities have been shown to reduce risky behaviors (Sikkema et al., 2005). This article
provides a brief overview of the TITE curriculum, the theory behind its inception, and the expected outcomes
as a result of youth participating in this program.
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Overview of TITE Curriculum

The TITE curriculum incorporates various experiential activities to engage youth in the development and
delivery of original skits associated with risky behaviors. Since 2004, over 200 youth have participated in
TITE, ranging in age from 14 to 23 years, in a major metropolitan area in the southwestern United States.
Nearly two-thirds (63%) of the participants identified themselves as Hispanic; 21% as Native American; 7%
as other; 4% as White; and 5% as Black.

This program has been offered at seven alternative high schools, where students met daily for up to 30 hours
per semester as part of an elective class. Initially, participants are engaged in challenge activities to build
trust and cooperation. TITE provides lessons on relationships, critical thinking, values, and life skills that
culminate in a "performance" in which teens teach other teens and parents about risk prevention. Early on in
the program, participants help define the norms of the group and create a safe and welcoming environment
though a facilitated process lead by an adult program leader.

The primary objective of TITE is to provide opportunities for youth to learn and teach about behaviors
associated with risk, such as drug and alcohol use, early sexual activity, dating violence, and smoking,
through an experiential discovery process. Participants select the topics they see as important to youth,
conduct research on the topics, develop original scripts, rehearse, and then perform their skits in front of
peers, parents, or younger audiences such as middle school students. Each performance allows for a
question-and-answer period. Some skits are interrupted with questions posed to the audience such as, "what
do you think the main character should do in this situation?"

Theoretical Underpinnings

TITE is designed to increase participant knowledge of the risks and consequences of risky behaviors;
improve decision-making and problem-solving skills; build capacity for youth to work together; and enhance
reading, writing, and speaking abilities. The program is grounded in the six elements of positive youth
development as defined by Eccles (2002), Kirby and Coyle (1997), and Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak,
and Hawkins (1998). Below are several examples of how these elements are applied through TITE.

Structure begins with the initial activity of identifying the responsibilities of the three roles of the
youth: actor, audience, and educator. These roles, along with clear boundaries and expectations,
guide attitudes and behaviors throughout TITE (replacing "ground rules") and help create a
physically and psychologically safe environment.

• 

Youth learn experientially through activities guided by adults that focus on skills (teamwork, play
writing, acting rehearsals) and build confidence (a willingness to participate, examine, and share
personal stories).

• 

In this youth-adult partnership, both bring experience and knowledge from different backgrounds
and life events and serve as group educators in preparation for teaching others.

• 

Group cohesiveness and belonging develop as all participants examine social norms alongside their
own personal values.

• 
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TITE culminates in an original performance that serves as an educational and interactive learning
experience for an audience of slightly younger teens.

• 

TITE is also grounded in the nine principles of effective prevention programs (Nation, Crusto, Wandersman,
Kumpfer, Seybolt, Morrissey-Kane, & Davino, 2003), as illustrated by the following examples.

Through brainstorming, the youth identify teen issues that are then researched and presented/taught
to other teens.

• 

TITE youth become the experts on risk and protective factors and the educators and mentors of other
teenagers. Youth choose from multiple teaching styles such as plays, monologues, posters,
interviews, or group process.

• 

Experiential, interactive learning is used in TITE to educate the educators who then educate their
peers.

• 

Adults work side-by-side with the TITE teens to research age-appropriate education, cultural
traditions, and social norms that they then incorporate into their presentations.

• 

A primary component of TITE is cross-age teaching. Research has shown that younger children often
respond more enthusiastically to modeling by teens than by adults. There are benefits for the teens as well, as
cross-age relationships reinforce learning for the teen teachers (Hoover & Weisenbach, 1999). In addition to
developing leadership skills and learning to be positive role models for youth, teen leaders tend to start
"listening to their own advice" and begin to make responsible choices and are less likely to engage in risky
behaviors (Marczak & Peterson, 1999). Glik, Nowak, Valente, Sapsis, and Martin (2002) posit that engaging
adolescents in the delivery of prevention messages to younger youth can have an impact on older youth by
improving their own wellbeing.

Adult leaders receive 3 days of training on the curriculum, participate in experiential activities, and receive a
debriefing from the trainer at the conclusion of the training. The adult leaders teach the curriculum primarily
by way of example and leadership rather than lecture.

Expected Outcomes

Participation in TITE is expected to be associated with:

A positive change in knowledge about the risks and consequences of teen sexual activity, pregnancy,
STDs, teen dating violence, substance use;

1. 

A positive change in risk avoidance skills; and2. 

An increase in positive individual characteristics (e.g., self-esteem, self-efficacy, coping skills,
empathy, and sense of control over one's future) and interpersonal relationships (e.g., parent, peer,
and dating).

3. 
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The evaluation of the TITE program used a pre-post survey (n = 194, 77% of total participants completed
both a pre and post survey), portions of which are compared with a base-line statewide survey of prevention
programs. Youth report on areas of self efficacy such as decision-making abilities and control over goals, as
well as interpersonal skills such as contributing as a member of a team, treating others with respect, and
responding to negative peer pressure. At the conclusion of the TITE program, youth also participate in a
focus group, which helps inform the future development of the program.

As part of the evaluation, respondents were asked the reasons they believed they might choose not to have
sex, such as concern over getting an STD or not being ready to have sex. Results are shown in Table 1.
Possible responses were: "Agree" (3), "Not Sure" (2), and "Disagree" (1). Six items showed significant
change from pre- to post-survey: "I could get an STD," "My parents would be really upsetâ�¦," "I want to
save my virginity for the person I marry," "I could get AIDS," "I am not ready to have sex" (p < .05), and "I
am committed to abstinence until I am married" (p < .01).

Table 1.
Summary of Pre/Post Survey Results

Stem Question: I Might Choose Not to Have
Sex Becauseâ�¦

Pre-Survey
Mean

Post-Survey
Mean

I could get an STD . 2.65 2.77*

I'm afraid people will say bad things about me. 1.92 1.99

my parents would be really upset if they thought I
was having sex.

2.22 2.36*

my religion is against it. 1.70 1.70

I want to save my virginity for the person I
marry.

2.13 2.29*

I don't want to have a baby before I get married. 2.44 2.53

I could get AIDS. 2.72 2.82*

I want people to like me for who I am, not
because I will have sex.

2.72 2.69

I am not ready to have sex. 2.14 2.28*

I am committed to abstinence until I am married. 1.96 2.13**

Disagree = 1, Not Sure = 2, and Agree = 3

N = 194, * p â�¤ .05, ** p â�¤ .01

Summary

In summary, TITE focuses on strengthening protective factors such as promoting communication in
relationships, self-confidence, self-esteem, and positive peer support and is a comprehensive positive youth
development program reaching teens at both the micro and macro level (e.g., academic, interpersonal, and
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organizational). The curriculum is being prepared for peer review.
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