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· Title of the project: In what way can Image Theatre help Children understand peer relationships and bullying?

My Aims, Objectives and Scope for my project. 
Aim: 
To examine the impact and understanding of bullying from the perspective of young people aged 10-16 and the impact of image theatre as a method to externalise and express their experiences.
Objectives:
· To hold a series of participatory and transformative workshops with young people, using theatre of the oppressed to examine peer relationships and develop understanding 
· To help young people develop the tools to combat the real-life issues of bullying 
· To use drama games as a confidence building technique to establish trust between myself and my participants.
· Use visual images as a tool to physicalise emotions in order to process them effectively.
The scope for this practice-based portfolio focuses on the experiences of bullying and peer relationships in young people. 

The significance.
Bullying is an ever-growing problem that affects a multitude of people, specifically school children whether it be secondary or primary schools. It’s an issue that poses threat to people’s wellbeing, both physically and psychologically. Ditch the label, a charity that supports young people with bullying, relationships, mental health and identity issues, conducts a yearly study on the prominence of bullying, and compares it to previous years. In 2020 they found a 25% increase on the data collected in 2019 for victimization in young people aged 12-18 years old (ditchthelabel, 2020). The people they support are asked not only about their experiences of bullying but more specifically to define what bullying means to them allowing the creation of time-sensitive and varying data to be collected; this allows for an all-inclusive policy of victimisation to be considered (ditchthelabel, 2020). Bullying affects people in different ways across different age groups and I feel it is important to explore this further in terms of how the individual defines bullying and their understanding of it. Individual experiences will be essential to tailoring the workshops to be constructive to the participant’s needs and to the overall outcome. 

Background / Context of Project.
I am interested in conducting this research as I myself have experienced extensive bullying during my school years both in person and on online platforms. It is because of my experience that I feel incredibly passionate about the topic. I will be examining how bullying has changed with the rise of social media and if it differs in accordance with individual characteristics such as but not restricted to, race, sexuality, culture and gender. These variables can be dependent on the environment and the location of the school. Whilst I am interested in this in terms of my research, it is not something I will actively be discussing within the workshops unless it is brought up by a participant in which case it will be objectively discussed. 

The workshops will involve young people aged 10-18 focusing on using Image Theatre as a tool to externalise their emotions in terms of victimisation and bullying. The workshops will provide tools for positive emotional development, conflict resolution and understanding the bullying experience including an understanding and empathy for the bully and the situation they may be in.

Literature Review
The first piece of literature is a book by Dennis Lines called The Bullies: Understanding the Bullies (2008). 

This article discusses bullying and the multitude of definitions within literature. Lines points out that there is no one way to define the act of bullying as it is very complex and relies solely on individual experience. He also makes plain that there is a range of different behaviours such as name calling, and exclusion from friendship groups, that are potentially not considered bullying in comparison to physical bullying attacks. This is important for me when conducting these workshops as it allows me to remember that those who have been bullied have all had different experiences. This can broaden my mind to ensure that I do not invalidate anyone’s experiences as we all have individual perceptions of bullying that may differ from another person. Through researching into this it gives me the opportunity to be prepared for any issues that could arise maybe with disagreements and prepares me for difference of opinion. This will enable reflection in action as to how I approach topics, all the while remembering to keep my participants voices heard and feeling valued. 

According to the article, schools are the ideal place for bullying to occur because there is always an emergence of power dynamics as a lot of students associate with groups as a way of perhaps social survival (integration). I am particularly interested in how the article talks about name calling as both bullying and comparable to a bonding technique between friends, and where the line is on this. I do believe that sometimes it is harder for others to perceive things as bullying, whether it be an unhealthy friendship dynamic, or someone who is neurodivergent and possibly not equipped to understand potential social situations. 

It is also possible that the age group has an impact on whether bullying gets reported. It was found in a government report on bullying, “In the year ending March 2018, bullying rates declined with age – 22% of 10-year-olds stated that they had been bullied in the last 12 months compared to 8% of 15-year-olds” (Gov.uk, 2018, p.6).  This raises the question as to the difference in age groups and their rates of bullying. While this could be related to less instances of bullying, I believe much of it is young people misinterpreting things that are bullying, as what is now commonly known as banter, or roasting. There is a fine line between banter and bullying with the goalposts often moving dependent on the individual and their perception of the interaction. “If everyone enjoys it, it’s banter. But if just one person finds it upsetting, and you continue, it becomes bullying” (Meic.org, 2021). Whilst there may be no negative intent Meic.org state that if the interaction has been negatively received then the words should not be justified, or an attempt made to change the person’s mind as this may be a touchy subject and should just be avoided in the future. It is important to consider that everyone will have their own perception and understanding, and this will be the result of the context they put the interaction into, based upon past experiences and background. An example of this could be an interaction with a neurodivergent person who may not understand the context or be able to appreciate humour in the same way, resulting in the ‘banter’ becoming hurtful.

Bullying takes different forms in older demographic groups, where snide comments and exclusion are something that are potentially more common.  These are not commonly seen as bullying in comparison to physical and with the added context of things being blamed on harmless banter, people may feel unable to report it. Banter is something that occurs a great deal on online platforms and therefore could be perceived as a form of cyber bullying dependent on the perception of the person receiving the comments. Researchers Baas et al. (2013) studied 11–12-year-olds regarding the link between humour and cyberbullying behaviour. They found that “Distinguishing between a harmless joke and cyberbullying behaviour is reported to be difficult for young people...Their findings suggest that adolescents struggle to differentiate between humour and cyberbullying due to characteristics of the online environment” (Steer et al, 2020). As suggested by Steer et al., the context of the interaction must be considered in addition to individual characteristics; the changing environment and boundaries within which bullying can and will take place can make it difficult to determine the intent behind it. 

Mental health article: 
The second piece of literature I researched is an article by Louise Arsenault called The Long-Term Impact of Bullying Victimization on Mental Health (2017). 

This article compiles the findings from three different studies on the impact of bullying from Finland, United States and United Kingdom. These studies are focused on how bullying has affected people long term after their experiences with it. One of the main results was how children who have suffered from instances of bullying have an increased risk of receiving psychiatric hospital treatment and then potentially using psychiatric medication in young adulthood. While this would not necessarily be the outcome of every victim, it is still a possibility which is a daunting result. The Guardian newspaper recently reported increased instances of hospital admissions in young people due to self-harm. “The number of children aged 9-12 admitted to hospital having hurt themselves intentionally rose from 221 in 2013-14 to 508 in 2019-20" (Marsh, 2021). 

This statistic validates the urgency I feel to conduct these workshops because of the extensive impact bullying can have on an individual both physically and psychologically, and the increased impact the recent Covid lockdowns may have had. Through me holding this project I hope to give people the chance to externalise their emotions around such a difficult topic in a non-threatening way, which could in turn help them potentially process and deal with it. I feel this is important because there’s a possibility that young adults and children feel that they are not able to talk about it and so hurt themselves as a result in order to gain control over a situation. Self-harm has causal links to bullying and can be a way of externalising internal issues and bringing attention to the pain felt in order to get help (Mind, 2021).  

The intention of the workshops is to offer them a safe environment in which they can express their emotions and make sense of negative experiences of bullying. This would help them to learn how to appropriately manage their emotions in the future and provide them with a self-awareness toolkit. 

Third Article. 
The third article I studied was by Bhukhanwala Foram called Theatre of the oppressed in an after-school program: Middle school students' perspectives on bullying and prevention (2014).

Foram conducted a study with an after-school theatre club using Forum Theatre and Image Theatre. This was used in order to investigate the students' experiences in school including conflicts they may have faced and how they feel about them. He asked the students to create images of both a good day in school versus a bad day in school and how in response to each, their stance and posture differed. Their body language was more open in response to the good day, and then stiff and restrictive when creating images of the bad day. 

This study worked well for the children as they were able to respond to the stimulus without any constraints of putting things into words and relying solely on their body. “Boal (2003) argues that oppression is embodied; an oppression like bullying is experienced intellectually, physically, and emotionally. Therefore, in working with bullying it is necessary to create embodied experiences” (Foram, 2014). Foram found that by introducing Theatre of the Oppressed techniques to young people, it gave them the sense of security they needed to help themselves when experiencing bullying and restoring a sense of confidence. This in turn would then prepare them to face bullying in the future with more strength and have the skills to combat it. 

I want to remind my participants that expressing their emotions regarding these experiences is a positive thing as it will allow them to realise that they have a voice. By using Image Theatre in my own workshops, I can offer them the tools to externalise their feelings in a way that could seem more accessible. Boal (2002) explains that there is no one meaning to any image, and so whoever views it will feel it and in turn relate it to their own experiences making it a much more participative experience. This is positive as people are potentially more open to expressing themselves in a practical way, as it can be more engaging than discussion and allow them to access that embodied emotion from expression that Boal talks about. The use of image theatre offers a safe space for my participants to ease some psychological stress from these experiences and help with conflict resolution when and if they feel able to seek help if facing bullying. 

Methodology: 
The method I have chosen is Action Research.  “Action Research, from the start, was involved with practical issues – the kind of issues and problems, concerns and needs that arose as a routine part of activity ‘in the real world’” (Denscombe, 2014, p.175). 

My methodology for the workshops will be the use of Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed namely Image Theatre.  
The Theatre of the Oppressed is a system of physical exercises, aesthetic games, image 		techniques and special improvisations whose goal is to safeguard, develop and reshape this 	human vocation, by turning the practice of theatre into an effective tool for the 			comprehension of social and personal problems and the search for their solutions
 (Boal, 	1995, p.15).
I have chosen Theatre of the Oppressed as it was created as a set of tools promoting participation through exercises, empowering participants to find solutions for real life issues. A practical pedagogy, this can be considered action research as it has a similar set of principles and characteristics with both tackling social issues using practical methods. 

I chose Image Theatre as a method of action research. “the research should not only be used to gain an understanding of the problems that arise but to set out to alter things - to do so as part and parcel of the research process” (Denscombe, 2014, p175). Image Theatre was created by Boal to give the participants the opportunity to use their body to illustrate and come to terms with their emotions. “Dealing with images we should not try to ‘understand’ the meaning of each image, to apprehend its precise meaning, but to feel those images, to let our memories and imaginations wander: the meaning of an image is the image itself. Image is a language” (Boal, 2002, p.175). Image does not have the limits of language crossing cultural and language barriers making this a widely used technique, with no right or wrong interpretation. No matter whatever the person is conveying with their body, the people who are viewing it will interpret it in their own way and relate it to something they have experienced. The method creates a partnership comparable to that of a storyteller and reader. 

I will be using Image Theatre as a method to empower my participants to physicalise their emotions regarding bullying through action. This practical method will be used to run a series of Zoom workshops focusing on bullying and peer relationships.  This will be with an already established company based in South Wales called People Speak Up. Safety for participants is a top priority and a safe space will be created enabling participants to share their emotions through images. 

Boal discussed that a reliance on words can confuse issues rather than clarifying them whereas images can be closer to our true feelings (Boal, 2002, p.175). Using images and actions participants will be able to delve deeper into their emotions as this is a non-threatening method; without the pressure of putting feelings into words the aim is that participants will be able to freely express themselves, free from the constrictions of expectation. Words can be self-limiting putting boundaries on what can be expressed whereas action is instinctual. 
I have always been hugely interested in Image Theatre especially as I myself find it hard to put into words how I feel. This technique seems like a therapeutic way of compartmentalising my emotions without the added pressure of trying to express them.  By doing this it then prepares them for real life situations they may face in the future as they have gained a deeper understanding and have the tools to be able to tackle and approach it. The advantage of this is that it enables me to not only develop as a facilitator but to be an active part of the work due to conducting the workshops.


Research Questionnaires 
Another important part of my research will be the use of questionnaires. These will be given to my participants before the project with the sole intention of providing information to inform the workshops.

It is important that I conduct these questionnaires in order to give me insight into the participants experiences with bullying. By doing this, it not only provides me context of how bullying affects individuals today, but it makes me aware how it has affected my participants specifically. This allows me as a practitioner to approach topics within my workshops with sensitivity and to be aware of possible triggers. It also gives me the information on how the experiences of bullying have changed with the times especially as I myself have one viewpoint on how bullying occurs, and I have been out of school for almost ten years. A lot of bullying occurs online and while I experienced some of that in school, I did not experience it to the severity it is today as social media is an intense part of teenager’s lives. 

These questionnaires will be created on Google forms and will be completely anonymous in line with confidentiality and ethics. The information will be held securely online only accessible via link given to the participants and held by myself; all information will be destroyed by July. This will be in-line with data protection protocol.
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