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Community Engagement Findings: The Tiny Banger in Austin, TX 
Report by Alice Stanley | anstanley13@gmail.com  

23 December 2018 

This report details our strategies for engaging with homeless and housed audiences around our 

production of The Tiny Banger at Trinity Street Players. This work was primarily carried out by Alice Stanley 

(Playwright), Kate Proietti (Community Engagement Coordinator), Pirate Joe (Community Dramaturg), and 

Elise Peterson (Production Dramaturg). We estimate that over 100 people experiencing homelessness or 

in addiction treatment saw, responded to, or worked on the play. 

Script Development Outreach 
My engagement began in Austin, Texas before production was scheduled. While writing the play in the 

summer of 2018, I spent time 

volunteering at the Austin Resource 

Center for the Homeless (the ARCH), 

attending meetings of the Challenger 

Street Newspaper, and attending 

Street Lit, a weekly creative writing 

class at the ARCH.  

Street Lit and the Challenger were 

extremely successful avenues for 

fostering relationships and inviting 

perspectives on the play from people 

experiencing homelessness. I read the 

monologues from the play myself at Street Lit and received feedback through their regular sharing format; 

through the Challenger, I organized a full reading of the play with homeless friends in August 2018.  

I also held a reading at the Helping Up Mission in July 2018, a year-long addiction treatment center and 

homeless shelter in Baltimore, Maryland (pictured above).  

Key takeaways from script development:  

• Street Lit and the Challenger are both spaces for homeless folks with an interest in writing; 

individuals at these meetings were therefore more likely to be interested in hearing about or 

working on the play. 

• Repeatedly showing up when I didn’t need anything (to support the meetings, make friends, and 

listen to folks) was extremely valuable.  

• Bringing pieces of the play to people within their existing spaces fostered long-term interest in 

the piece.  

• Addiction treatment centers and homeless shelters are often hungry for meaningful 

programming. Readings or workshops are opportunities. 

• A specific, individual face for a piece creates traction and personal relationships.  
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Production Planning: Trinity Street Players 
The Tiny Banger was produced at Trinity Street Players (TSP) in Austin, Texas. It ran December 7-20, 2018, 

with three special performances specifically targeted toward the homeless (though our outreach efforts 

invited all people to all performances).  

Advantages going into this production were:  

• It came quickly on the heels of my individual development efforts, so many people in the community 

already knew about the play.  

• TSP is downtown, one of the two areas in Austin with the highest concentration of people 

experiencing homelessness.  

• TSP is housed in First Austin Baptist Church, which hosts a monthly feast for the homeless with Mobile 

Loaves and Fishes and a weekly clothing closet, and has relationships with many of the service 

providers for the homeless in Austin as well as their homeless neighbors.  

• All shows at TSP are already free. 

Rehearsal Process Outreach 
We contracted Pirate Joe, a writer for the Challenger, as the Community Dramaturg. He was invaluable in 

adapting the script for Austin, and helped us determine priorities in outreach throughout the rehearsal 

process.  

We held a community reading and conversation in 

our second week of rehearsal (November 17) 

following a feast at the church. Elise and I handed 

out fliers and invited folks upstairs; about 4 came 

from the dinner. Despite small numbers, this was 

a valuable conversation between our cast and 

people experiencing homelessness around the 

realities of the play and how the production might 

serve the community.  

We held two open rehearsals on November 27 

and 29. These were also lightly attended, and 

those who came had personal relationships with 

the production or people working on the production. These relationships were both formal (as in the case 

of Joe) and informal (another friend from Street Lit who came to the community read and ended up seeing 

the show several times and bringing many friends). These open rehearsals gave individuals the 

opportunity to comment directly on the work being done in the room.  
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Key takeaways from production planning and rehearsals:  

• Begin community engagement before rehearsal starts.  

• Hire a Community Dramaturg who is homeless. It might take some time to find the right person.  

• Consider accessibility of the performance venue to homeless populations, both in terms of physical 

proximity and times of performances (many shelters have early curfews, and folks not staying in 

shelters still need to find a place to sleep before the temperature drops too much).  

• While our rehearsal events were lightly attended, they did create opportunities for individuals to see 

the work progress and have direct contact, and these individuals then impacted attendance of the 

production. 

Performances: Housed Audiences 
Our audiences at TSP were a mix of housed and 

homeless audiences, though we had lower numbers 

of homeless audiences at our regular performances 

than our targeted performances (to be discussed 

below). At each regular performance, we had snacks 

and printed discussion questions with the hope of 

fostering direct connection between our audience 

members. We had a resource table with pocket 

guides of homeless resources in Austin, the 

Challenger Street Newspaper, and information for 

local advocacy group Homes Not Handcuffs. 

We had success engaging in direct, individual conversation between our team and our audience members, 

but less success in facilitating direct discourse between audience members. Overall, our impression was 

that housed folks did have their perspectives changed, and learned about criminalization of homelessness 

and how it traps people in cycles of incarceration. 

In future productions, I would offer a menu of options 

for how housed folks might change their behavior to 

reflect their increased compassion. I believe that 

individuals must take responsibility for how they 

choose to act (rather than being handed easy solutions 

to assuage guilt), but that we can help guide them. We 

might present ways that they can help through 

monetary contributions, time spent volunteering at 

service centers or in political action groups, and how 

they might be able to connect with individuals to 

determine what kind of help they might need.  

Performances: Homeless Audiences  
The majority of our homeless audiences saw our targeted performances. We did have 2-3 people 

experiencing homelessness at most performances, and there was one regular performance that was 

attended by a group of 13 women from an extended-stay addiction treatment facility. (I met one of 

them putting up posters at a recovery club, and they came for their weekly night out.)  
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University United Methodist Church 
Our performance at UUMC was December 8 at 10:30 AM, following a weekly breakfast for the homeless 

that runs from 9-10 AM. Kate, Elise, and I handed out fliers at the breakfast one week prior and on the 

day of the show to invite folks. We provided donuts, coffee, and ice cream after.  

We had 27 people in attendance 

from the brunch. Our team feels 

that this was our most successful 

performance in terms of the vibe, 

even though we had to read some 

stage directions and title cards 

because the projector could not 

be set up. Audiences were most 

attentive at this show, perhaps 

because of the earlier time. 

Audiences were also free to come 

and go as they needed to, which 

is important for our homeless 

friends as they may need to use 

the restroom, check on packs, or 

simply lose interest or arrive late. 

We had incredible conversations 

with people after the show, and heard appreciation for the fact that they could very plainly see the people 

who invited them to the performance. Audience members were very vocal and engaged.  

TSP Following Mobile Loaves & Fishes Feast 
Our second targeted performance was at our regular theater space on December 17 at 7 PM, following 

the monthly Mobile Loaves & Fishes feast put on by the church from 5:30-8 PM. Elise and I handed out 

fliers at the dinner and invited folks upstairs to see the show. We had 39 people in attendance, about 25 

of whom were from the dinner, and an additional 14 of whom 

were friends of people in the production or from the theater 

community in Austin.  

This performance was also quite successful, but felt very 

different from UUMC. While folks did still come and go from the 

show, many of them felt badly for doing so. There was also a 

significantly different energy; many folks were very tired, and 

being in the dark changed the atmosphere significantly. We did 

hear appreciation for production elements, but many of our 

post-show conversations were folks thanking us for the 

production, where at UUMC they had been sharing of personal 

stories and reactions to the content of the play. We suspect this 

is because a fully produced play relies upon a sharper distinction 

between artist and audience, and a darkened theater places 

implicit demands on audience members.  



5 
 

Community First! Village 
Community First! is a village of tiny homes for the chronically homeless and disabled. Our final 

performance was on December 20 in their sanctuary, following a weekly dinner that runs 6-7 PM. The 

village has both folks coming in from the street, and missionaries who live in the tiny homes and help with 

events, transportation, and more. Our audience was 25 people from both categories.  

To market the production, a combination of 

Elise, Joe, Kate, and I attended the preceding 

dinner for each of the two weeks leading up 

and on the day of the show to pass out fliers 

and talk to people about the production.  

This performance was very successful in 

fostering conversation between residents of 

the village who had and had not directly 

experienced homelessness. This was a unique 

case because they all knew each other and 

were neighbors, but our performance created 

an opportunity for them to discuss 

experiences, and for the missional residents 

to see the formerly homeless residents in a 

new light. Our flier outreach felt less successful at the village, and with such a consistent group (because 

of long-term housing), I suspect artistic or writing workshops leading up to the performance would have 

been a more meaningful and impactful way to spread the word about our production and get to know 

people.  

Key takeaways from performances: 

• Radical accessibility means creating an environment where people can come and go, speak to the 

performance, etc. 

• Homeless audiences need to know who their advocate is / have someone they know they can go to 

for questions. For us, this was whoever invited them to the performance.  

• People responded well to being invited or engaged in conversation with members of the artistic 

leadership. 

• People responded well to being invited or engaged in conversation by someone with experience of 

homelessness who was involved in the production.  

• Homeless folks were much more likely to attend events that they were invited to an hour before than 

they were to attend regular performances at the theater. 

• People living in long-term treatment centers, halfway houses, sober living, etc, need things to do and 

are broke. Invite them to see free theater! 

Additional Outreach Strategies & Advantages 
In addition to our targeted performances, our team:  

• Put up posters at local recovery centers and homeless resource centers.  

• Attended meetings of Street Lit and the Challenger with fliers.  
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• Kept email addresses of folks who were interested in staying up to date on the production, and sent 

email invitations.  

• Passed out fliers under the 7th Street bridge, where many resources are brought on Sunday 

mornings.  

• Attended the Art from the Streets event at the convention center, and meetings of Homes Not 

Handcuffs.  

This play also offers advantages in engaging with homeless audiences. People responded well to the 

pairing of physical comedy with the realness of the streets. The play runs about 70 minutes, which was 

an ideal length.  

For next time: 
We met our goal of making the play accessible to folks experiencing homelessness and in addiction 

recovery, and confirmed that this play works well both for homeless and housed audiences. Remaining 

areas for additional engagement would be:  

• More integrated audiences. Homeless and housed populations are very segregated, and our shows 

were all majority one or the other. We believe the shared experience of watching a play together is 

valuable, and I would like to see this happen.  

• Greater accessibility. Several folks I spoke to on the street did not speak English, and we had a request 

for future productions to have a guide for the visually impaired. As homelessness disproportionately 

affects disabled people and people who do not speak English, how can we offer translations, audio 

narration, and/or captioning?  

• Talkback structure that more strongly promotes community connections and/or builds community 

power to take action.  

There’s always more to do. Let’s get started!  

 


