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In this portfolio I will explain how I settled on and developed an idea for a participatory project that holds the importance of mental health at its core values. The process of creative writing and the research that surrounded it will be explained, in addition to exploring this convention through a participatory online setting, using social media outlets. I will investigate the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the project’s success and participation, critically reflecting on whether I achieved my goals. This report will conclude by evaluating the project’s success, positives and negatives, ultimately deciding on whether this is a successful venture to continue with again. 

Originally as a class we talked about the different digital platforms we could explore, from Facebook to Twitter, and even Minecraft. Minecraft became an idea for an online community; this was something I couldn’t relate to personally due to not lack of experience in any area of gaming. Mental Health has been an important issue during lockdown affecting many people; I felt it was important to address and to offer that sense of support. I suggested that we create an online anonymous chat forum, whether it be within Minecraft, or a stand-alone. This generated some opinions and with further discussion with one another, we found that ethically this was not manageable due to online trolling or bullying and paired with the possibility of people being triggered by potential topics being brought up. 

I began to research, looking into a variety of different articles for some inspiration for my own contribution for the project and was inspired by a range of different texts and online videos. One of which was an article on autobiographical writing. It was because of this article that I had an epiphany of sorts about how this lockdown could be a positive experience, and how writing can help us see that. “poetry therapy is concerned with giving a voice, form, shape, name or identity to an experience” (Jones, 2011, p16). Poetry, a form of creative writing, acknowledges the ability of words to express emotions and deal with experiences, positive or negative. This led me to consider the possibility of utilising creative writing during lockdown and how writing, could alter our perceptions subconsciously on lockdown to something positive rather than negative. I also decided to research into participatory drama in order to understand how it has changed conventionally due to the drawbacks of being in lockdown. I found that within this time of drama, the impact on the participants is always majorly important. “In a participatory drama, the learner is part of the action” (Hubbard, 2002) It was because of this that I decided that my contribution had to stress the importance of the participants and their growth at the forefront. It was always important to me that they own their own development as this would allow the biggest impact. 

 I decided to concentrate on offering a connection to others, focusing on the importance of mental health. I wanted to do something that would allow people to connect both with each other but with themselves also. The current lockdown situation has left people socially isolated and this can lead to feelings of alienation and loneliness. I felt that because of the weight of this pandemic, and the more urgent matters at hand, the severity of people’s mental health may go ignored. I wanted my contribution to the project to be something that would be therapeutic and so I decided to use creative writing and created a group operating through social media. I wanted this to be an instrument for connection, but also for the participants to have some self-expression in a positive way that they could reflect on after these horrendous times are over. Writing about issues has been seen in the past as therapy. De Salvo suggests that “Observations that people feel happier and healthier after writing about traumatic memories have attracted much media attention. Individuals living with upsetting experiences may wish to tell others but may feel inhibited.” (Lowe, G. 2006, p1) While I do not expect people to be open or to explore traumatic experiences within this group, I do want them to feel a weight is lifted by being able to have a distraction and use the opportunity to write out how they are feeling or by simply responding to a task. 

I felt by doing this group, it would be a positive outcome overall as when this is all over, people can look back and see that they’ve done something productive, even whilst being stuck at home and isolated. I felt like it was efficient in more than one way, helping mental health and allowing and facilitating creativity within people as I know how restrictive this can all be. After researching into mental health organisations and the impact of lockdown, I found that “Increasing numbers of mental health incidents are being reported to police during the coronavirus lockdown” (Dearden/ The Independent, 2020) This was terrifying news to hear as not only are people dying from this pandemic, but to hear that there was a possibility that more people would lose their lives due to having to confront their own mental health and feeling alone and not being able to gain help. This was something I desperately wanted to help with.  It was because of this that I felt that even if I could make the smallest of impacts on the participants and give them a safe space to alleviate any feelings of stress by occupying their minds, then this would be a positive especially in horrendous times like these. This goal was inspired by that of one of the Future Generations Act’s goals “A healthier wales; A society in which people’s physical and mental well-being is maximised and in which choices and behaviours that benefit future health are understood.” (Future Generations Act, 2015, p6) I felt by creating this community I could achieve this goal and it would benefit people’s mental health greatly and thereby reduce some of the hysteria and stress experienced during these times. 

To capture the participant’s attention, I decided to use topics that I knew would generate some opinions or interest. An example of this would be giving them the opportunity to respond to specific words, one being “hope” or another being “acceptance” and I gave them the choice to respond in any way they wished. This idea of using hope as a stimulus was inspired by seeing the Queen’s speech where she addressed the nation during the beginning of the pandemic lockdown. “We will be with our friends again, we will be with our family again, we will meet again.” (BBC, 2020). During the speech the Queen referenced Vera Lynn’s song from World War Two, making immediate connections in the public’s mind about a time when not only the UK but the world faced extreme peril. Through drawing parallels between the coronavirus lockdown and the war, the Queen drew on historical pain and hope arguably to bring about a sense of hope and community spirit within contemporary society.  Whilst the royal family face divisive opinion amongst the people, this message was an attempt to instil hope within the nation., I found myself wanting to see after this how people individually perceive hope, as it can inspire a range of different feelings dependent on people’s experiences. 

The use of simple prompts such as hope and acceptance (as used in the Queen’s speech), I found was a useful device to employ within creative writing, especially for those who do not have experience, but who wished to simply share an opinion. By giving them the opportunity to respond in whichever format they desired, there was a power shift that was reminiscent of Dorothy Heathcote’s Mantle of the Expert. “they are positioned as experts: people who have been doing this a long time.” (Aitken, 2013, p8) It did not matter if they did or did not have any experience, they were able to develop and explore their perspectives on the prompts given. This offers a sense of self efficacy from the experience of writing, allowing them to be more willing to take part in further tasks, as the fear of failure may have been significantly reduced. It also places them at the centre of their own learning, and by using words like this, it lends itself to them being able to draw on their own experiences rather than a combined outlook on what each word meant. It places value on what each individual thinks.  

I further decided to draw on people’s interests such as music because I felt it was extremely important to everyone and people liked to talk about things that interest them. This was an opportunity for people to connect, to find things they could relate to with one another. This was extremely successful as people utilised this opportunity and were more than happy to connect with one another, whether it came from knowing and liking the song someone had shared or that they empathised with someone’s experience. This allowed a more welcoming and accepting environment and the support between participants was and is astounding and is reminiscent of a community coming together in the face of crisis. A negative that came from this however was that not everyone in the group could respond to the same piece of music. The one I chose was Weightless by Marconi Union. In a study conducted by Neuroscientists it was found that this piece of music “resulted in a striking 65 percent reduction in participants' overall anxiety, and a 35 percent reduction in their usual physiological resting rates” (Inc, 2017). This piece of music was originally created specifically to slow the listener’s heart rate using it’s carefully arranged rhythms and harmonies. This was a task I originally thought would work due to it seeming simple, explaining how you feel before and after listening to a piece of music; this exercise however didn’t do well.  I believe that this could potentially be due to its link to studies about anxiety. I included this information when explaining the task. I feel that maybe this came across as potentially daunting for participants to confront in times like this as there are other issues capturing people’s attention right now that seem or are more pressing. I also feel that the lack of choice in comparison to the other music related exercises that I set, such as choosing a song that inspires them, really did reduce the potential for positive impact.  

During my project, I tried to adhere to Stella Barnes’ participatory theatre ethics (Rifkin, 2010, p7). I felt it was extremely important to always make sure that the participants knew that responding to any of the prompts was a matter of choice for them, not that it was imperative. This would create a more accepting and relaxed environment as I felt like if they had pressure to respond it wouldn’t allow authentic expression and response. I also believed that a sense of equality would be important too and so the same exercise / prompt was set for everyone. I decided it was always important to offer feedback with people’s responses and being positive feedback it could help them progress and want to be involved in future tasks I set. I made sure to stress that participants keep themselves safe and that they were under no obligation to disclose information that could potentially make them uncomfortable. This was extremely helpful during an exercise whereby the participant chose a song that could be the soundtrack of their life; it was made clear to the participants that the reason for this choice did not have to be disclosed. I know that some of the participants had rather personal reasons for the songs chosen and this enabled them to make choices without feeling embarrassed. 

I researched into Reminiscent Theatre and was inspired to include reflection for the participants on their memories, particularly happy ones. I felt this could be something that would be extremely uplifting in a time that is filled with terror and loneliness and this would be beneficial to them especially in terms of their mental health. “Reminiscence sessions seemed to be providing a basis for developing new but strong relationships founded on shared experience.” (Schweitzer, 2007, p24) Using an element of this to get people to share stories, it allowed other participants to make connections with each other based on similar experiences; a communal feeling of  happier times could thereby be instilled showing that these trying times will not last forever.

At this moment in time I do believe I’ve achieved some positive outcomes with the creative writing project especially by seeing people who haven’t written in certain styles such as script, monologues or poetry before, being able to make that transition and being proud of what they’ve created. I also feel like there’s a sense of community and support between the participants with such positive responses to one another regarding the written work. There are a many areas I can improve on because while I have tried to tailor the prompts to everyone’s interests, this is still something I need to work on to make sure that they are more inclusive and don’t follow the same pattern. This could come from delving further into different styles of writing and setting tasks almost on a test basis to see if they work. I also believe I could have explained some prompts more thoroughly than I did as sometimes what I intended for them to do was lost in translation and some people responded in ways I hadn’t set out for them. This was something I struggled with a lot especially as This is all a learning experience and I am still incredibly grateful that they responded in any way they felt they could, as it has always been about how they were inspired and creating a community. Another thing I need to improve on is being able to keep my own morale up during these unprecedented times and learn how to manage my own mental health and responsibilities and not let them interfere with the project. This is a matter of personal growth and something I will hopefully achieve with more experience and time. I do feel I have somewhat succeeded in helping take people’s minds off our current situation by offering them an outlet to be creative, to share and allow growth. 

It is my intention to keep this group going as I feel even after lockdown this could be extremely beneficial in terms of allowing people an outlet to create and offload any harboured feelings. It has been imperative for giving people the opportunity to connect in times when we are all isolated. This is especially important for me due to the severity of mental illness and any environment that helps people feel a little ease with this, would be extremely positive. It has also been incredibly enjoyable for me to not only see the triumphs of running a project like this but also to witness participant’s creative growth. It has been developmental for me to learn from my own mistakes such as explaining and choosing relevant tasks. This has been beneficial in my growth as a facilitator and enlightening as I get to see the positive impact of writing, on a community. 
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