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In this essay I will use Rolfe et al.’s “What? So What? Now What?” critical reflection model. A model which McLeod, PhD (2024) says offers a practical framework, thus, allowing the user to incorporate reflection into various aspects of their lives resulting in continuous growth and a cyclical progression of understanding and action. The models simple, clean structure will be used to unpack and reflect upon my time at Dr.Mz Carmarthen Youth Project. Dr.Mz (2020) is a youth led centre that focuses on providing activities and workshops that develop their young people’s physical and emotional capacities whilst also empowering them to become mature, fully integrated members of society. Having spent 72 hours with the young people over a 6-week period I have chosen three key learning moments that challenged my understanding and ideology. Appendix 1 is a breakdown of the dates and times spent at the centre. 
The only real experience of drama related activities the young people of Dr.Mz had was with one of their youth workers, who had previously been a drama teacher. They engaged in drama sessions sporadically where they played lots of high energy games followed by a brief activity surrounding script work or characterisation. There was also a period where another Applied Theatre student worked with the young people on a collaboration project where they created a piece of theatre in response to a stimulus. Being youth led it was important that I was able to listen to their wants but also challenge them by introducing them to new things. Using the first couple of sessions as testers I was able to learn quite quickly the level of ability and understanding in the room and I planned a session that explored image theatre, with the expectation of developing and improving their emotional literacy. We had previously created a contract together that outlined the expectations when in a drama session and started this particular session by drawing attention to the contract and reiterating that this came from them. If they wanted to cooperate and engage in drama, they needed to abide by the conditions chosen by them. If they weren’t willing to show each other that level of respect, then they could leave at any point. (Appendix 2 is a picture of the drama contract). It’s important to note that the group of young people I had in a session changed every time, it was an offering during a regular drop-in session. The age of the participants could also range from 11 to 25, depending on who was at the centre at the time of a planned session.  The atmosphere at the start of this session was tense, it was clear the mood had shifted, and boundaries were being pushed from the get-go. I had opted to switch up their usual warm up games, introducing them to ‘Keepy Uppy’ and ‘Zip Zap Boing’. Two high energy focus games like ones they’ve done before but different enough to challenge them. The change in routine was immediately met with resistance and visible annoyance. There was a lot of shuffling, fidgeting, sighing and backchat amongst the older members of the group. Having such a variety in age meant that most of the younger members became very easily influenced and soon the whole group became disengaged. Following the introduction of our first activity one of the older boys in the group wanted to leave, which meant his younger sister also wanted to leave, accompanied by her friend and so on and so forth. With the group dropping like flies, it was evident that I had failed to keep them engaged and the session needed to end. 
This was the first key learning moment for me, being able to recognise that engagement had dipped and not forcing the young people to participate in something they clearly had no interest in. The significance of this moment is rooted in the emotional effect it had on my confidence as a facilitator. I have never been in that kind of situation before. I have had to navigate challenging behaviour but none of my participants have ever wanted to or have actively left mid-session. Initially this experience sent me into a spiral, I felt incredibly embarrassed followed by a barrage of doubts surrounding my capabilities as a facilitator. Their verbal and physical reactions to my offering within the space is out of my control, therefore I cannot blame myself for their lack of engagement, but I did. This internal battle prompted me to consider my resilience as a practitioner and the ways in which I can support myself, to better support my participants. Skovholt and Trotter-Mathison (2016) notes that the role of a practitioner, be it, health, education or community, involves the intense giving of oneself to enhance the lives of the people we work with. Thus, the ability to be a resilient practitioner includes having “the capacity to bounce back from a negative force” (Skovholt and Trotter-Mathison, 2016, p. 4). My negative force being self-doubt, something that can manifest during practice. The feeling of not being or doing enough. 
	Identifying strategies to combat this self-doubt and finding a framework that allows myself to prioritise self-care will help ensure I am able to be the resilient practitioner my participants need. I don’t see my internal battles with mental health as a barrier but a gateway, they make me an empathetic, understanding and nurturing human. However, it is my duty to ensure I am taking care of myself and my mental health to avoid it becoming an issue. The term self-care has become incredibly mainstream over the years; it is considered the ‘in’ thing to do but it’s more than applying a face mask. Butler et al (2019) states self-care is about the proactive steps we can take to improve our overall well-being and enhance resilience. Their framework looks at attending to the whole person, proposing six domains of self-care: Physical, Professional, Relationship, Emotional, Psychological and Spiritual. Theorists argue that people can experience stress and challenges in lots of different areas of their lives and therefore require a framework that encompasses all those individual spheres. I have identified that the six domains of self-care as a framework works best for me because it categories all the areas of my life and helps me to determine what I need to prioritise. If work is bringing me stress, I need to pick apart my professional domain to identify the challenge and respond in a way that will reduce said stress. It is about “bringing mindful attention and intention to addressing the range of one’s self-care needs across all life domains” (Butler et al, 2016, para. 50). Choosing to actively prioritise my own self-care will help ensure that have “the capacity to bounce back from a negative force” (Skovholt and Trotter-Mathison, 2016, p. 4) and am able to maintain a high standard of facilitation and support for my participants in their time of need. 
Returning to my earlier observation regarding my ability to recognise that engagement within the young people had dipped and not force them to continue with the session links to my next point of learning. After building a rapport with the young people at the centre it became clear that drama wasn’t wanted every day. Some days they wanted to paint or play pool, cook or garden and I was more than happy to facilitate that because I was still able to engage with them, prompting conversations and encouraging reflective practice. However, during one of my days a member of staff at the centre decided I must facilitate a drama session and bribed the young people from the activities that they were already doing with the promise of sweets. They were told if they came into the hall to do drama they would all get a lollipop. 
The issue with this level of forced engagement is that it undermines authentic participation, although they are physically in the space they’re emotionally elsewhere. It also contradicts all the groundwork I’d put in place to build trust and reinforce the importance of autonomy.  According to The Ethics Centre (2021) autonomy refers to a person’s capacity to self-govern their actions and beliefs. One way in which I was supporting their autonomy was instead of punishing them for walking out on a session we sat and discussed why they left and what it was they wanted to explore during drama. Appendix 3 is a picture of the “what do you want to do in drama..” poster we created together. Having this open and honest conversation allowed them to have a voice, express their wants and feel heard. It was also an opportunity for me to express how their actions impacted my day and what we could maybe do differently next time. Banks (2010) understands this to be a collaborative and dialogical approach to ethical dilemmas. Allowing the young people to have their say, to collaborate with me to plan their sessions offers potential for a more flexible ethical climate that is characterised by mutually respectful exchanges. The attempted coercion of the young people using lollipops was a huge ethical dilemma for me; do I do what’s being asked of me from a professional standpoint and facilitate a session despite it violating the autonomy we worked hard to build or do I flip the coercion on its head and offer them the choice. In the moment I did both, I ran a session but before starting I did state that if they didn’t want to partake in the session, they could just take a lollipop and leave. This experience reinforced my belief that authentic participation comes from connection not compliance. 
The consideration of ethical dilemmas leads me to my final key learning moment. As previously mentioned, the age of young people attending drama sessions could range from 11 – 25, on this day the age of the room varied from 11 to 18. During an improvisation activity I had asked the young people to work in groups to devise and perform a silent scene. They needed to consider body language and actions to convey their characters, emotions and plot because after their performance the other groups would be trying to guess what was happening. The oldest member of the group talked his younger group members into portraying a medical emergency where the patient then got bullied because of said emergency. It was highly inappropriate; one young person took a lot of offence to the scene and left very upset. I am proud to say I dealt with the situation incredibly well, engaging in conversation with the group to discuss boundaries, expectations, and the power of representation; the importance of telling difficult stories to raise awareness but also the importance of who has the right to tell those stories. 
It prompted me to consider the creation of safe spaces. Arao and Clemens (2013) describes a safe space as a learning environment that allows young people to engage with each other to discuss and explore controversial issues with honesty, sensitivity and respect. As practitioners we use the term safe space in the hopes it reassures participants who are feeling particularly anxious about sharing their stories, however, is ‘safe’ the correct word. As an applied theatre facilitator can I ensure the safety of my participants, physically yes, I can but emotionally no, I can’t. Offering to provide them emotional safety feels unjust because it suggests that when the things we explore become difficult or overwhelming, we’ll just stop. I am not saying I want to create a space where I push participants to breaking point, but I want to create a space in which they feel like they can be brave enough to feel the overwhelm and unpack it. Thus, adding another layer to the applied theatre process. 
We propose revising our language, shifting away from the concept of safety and emphasizing the importance of bravery instead, to help students better understand – and rise to – the challenges of genuine dialogue (Arao and Clemens, 2013, p. 136). 
Upon reflection I see that I was creating a space in which the young people felt brave. They felt brave to push boundaries, to try new things and attempt to tackle something controversial, however, moving forward it’s imperative that I’m able to create a clear framework around what is appropriate and respectful to share within the space to avoid unintentionally triggering other members of the group. 
	Discussed are just three key learning moments from my placement at Dr.Mz, however, my time with them uncovered a whole host of questions and insights surrounding the facilitation of applied theatre techniques and working with young people. With this being my first real experience of facilitating young people paired with the ethical dilemmas and emotional turbulence experienced, I found using Rolfe et al’s reflection method to be simple and forgiving. Each question prompted me to reflect further and unlocked an honest flow of personal considerations allowing me to grow and reflect through my journey. 

Appendix 
(1) Timesheet 
	DATE
	TIME
	WHAT?

	24/07
	6
	Introductory Drama Session led by myself & Youth Worker Chris 

	25/07
	6
	Drama session - improvisation

	01/08
	6
	Food workshop, Team games and crafts 

	07/08
	6
	Drama session – The creation of our contract 

	08/08
	6
	Drama session – Image Theatre

	09/08
	6
	Food workshop, gardening, art, ‘What would you like to do during drama sessions?’

	15/08
	6.5
	Drama session – improvisation with prompts 

	22/08
	7
	Pool Tournament, flower crowns 

	23/08
	6
	Juniors session, summer BBQ, short drama games session 

	28/08
	6
	Drama session – Storytelling 

	29/08
	6
	Film Friday 

	30/08
	5
	Attended Carmarthen Pride with the Dr.Mz LGBTQ+ group 

	
	TOTAL: 
	72.5







(2) Our Drama Contract 
[image: ]


(3) What do you want to do in drama..
[image: ]
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