Victoria Chen Q&A


You have trained in Australia, Iceland, USA, UK, China and Singapore, what has been your experience of youth engagement in all these different places? Do any stand out as being particularly innovative or strong?

What would you define as youth engagement? Discounted tickets? After-school programs? Specific content? It’s a big term, so I suppose the simplest way to answer this question would be to talk about the youth programs I was in.

As a teenager I was part of an 18-month youth program in Singapore (targeted at ages 18 to 35), and I worked on two projects with other young members in another community-based, volunteer-driven group in the neighbourhood beside mine. Subsequently, I attended two summer programs for university students and recent graduates in USA, and an international program in Shanghai. These programs were all vastly different in their curriculum and target demographic, as such it isn’t easy to discern what was particularly strong or innovative.

One thing that stood out to me in those programs was the carving of a strong identity, not in terms of reputation or the standard of training, but in articulating a mission cultivated by its participants and gave them ownership. In doing so, participants felt that they belonged and mattered to a group of people, and it kept them coming back, investing their time and effort, being accountable to others, and then giving back beyond the program. On the flip-side, I saw how a lack of an identity affected the success of a program, or rather, limited the impact it had on its participants.

Another thing that I would argue is crucial to youth engagement is autonomous opportunity. When a program maintains the safe space for risk-taking but removes the hand-holding, it truly makes a difference in the way youths perceive themselves and each other. The stakes are felt. They’re no longer “youths” or “amateurs” or “students”, they’re creators on their way to being professionals and the attitude is reflected in the quality of their work. 
 
Why do you think it is important to engage young people in culture and the arts?

Life is a lot more interesting that way, isn’t it? Culture and the arts are like windows to the world—ours and everyone else’s. It’s another way of understanding humanity and making sense of why we are who we are. Especially with young people... they’re growing up in an era that is experiencing phenomenal changes in technology, civil rights, politics and other issues at such a rapid pace that they cannot depend on the elders to guide them—they’re also struggling to keep up! The arts and culture are then spaces for us to keep questioning and make sense of it all together. That last word is very important. 

 
How can we better support and deliver opportunities?

I think the answer varies depending on what kind of youth engagement we’re looking at, and the cultural contexts under which these engagements take place. But either way, I think a great way to reach out would be through harnessing technology and social media.
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And integrating arts and culture into the compulsory curriculum. Not just by adding it as a subject, but as an approach to learning.
 
What challenges do you think need to be overcome?
 
How many buzzwords can I throw in?!  To streamline, increasing affordability and appreciation. Both of them affect accessibility. And of course, having to negotiate these aspects while continuously raising the standard of art delivered. I don’t have the answers but I would sure love to be part of the solution. 

Do you have a provocation you would like to put forward to the cultural leaders gathering for the Summit?

I’m extremely keen to soak in all the information and perspectives from everyone over the short time I share with them. It would be interesting to find out more about the relationship between artists and their government in different countries. What role do political leaders see cultural leaders playing in shaping policymaking? Is there trust? Or symbiosis?

