Independent Project – Conclusion of Boal vs. Bullying. 
Estelle Eley, 1802556.

This project, Boal vs. Bullying, came about as a direct response to an increase in bullying numbers across the UK and was designed as a workshop resource for use in tackling bullying. The Annual Bullying Survey by Ditch the Label recorded a 25% year-on-year increase since 2019, with 26% witnessing bullying, 25% being bullied and 3% being the bullies (ditchthelabel, 2020, p.14). The workshops will use Image Theatre as a technique to examine and explore the reasons behind bullying using one’s body to reflect emotions. Image theatre is a drama technique which uses still images to explore concepts such as relationships, emotions and conflicts. Participants are encouraged to sculpt their own or others bodies to express attitudes or emotions and this is a technique often used to express internalised or unconscious feelings. Bullying can be a very difficult topic to verbally discuss and exploring this through action arguably can be a less intimidating method. Using Boal’s Image Theatre the multiple reasons behind bullying can be explored providing knowledge that can prepare individuals for potential future experiences and conflict resolution techniques. Within the workshop resource this pedagogy has been utilised to approach bullying experiences in a safe space, using activities to explore the impact it has on the participants; this encourages them to look at the instances of it from both an oppressor vs. oppressed standpoint. The aim of this is to allow their voices to be heard whilst also humanising the bully which can help the participants know that what they have experienced is potentially not their fault. 

During my original proposal of this project, I had intended to hold the workshops myself with a group of participants. I reached out to existing theatre companies with the basis of the project and due to an array of reasons, I was not able to work with them; reasons included the pandemic, or the specific topic not being applicable with their current work. I reached out to People Speak Up, a social arts and wellbeing enterprise, and although they were struggling with time constraints and their already existent projects, I was able to run a test workshop with them; this was intended to be a series of workshops however due to unforeseen circumstances I was only able to complete one. This provided me with the opportunity to experience holding a digital learning space with my target group.

The main issue I found with planning this workshop resource was the adapting of the exercises. As I have only ever experienced some of the games and Image Theatre within a physical space, it was hard for me to compartmentalise what would and would not be applicable for an online meeting. 
“A significant problem inherent in the ‘applying’ delivery mindset (and a problem with the Applied Theatre term itself) is the belief that an idea or aesthetic practice that ‘works’ in one context can be uncomplicatedly translated” (Preston, 2016, p.35).

I originally believed that adapting these games for a different context would be simple and that was an error I had early on. There were several different factors to be considered, whether that was the available digital resources for the participants, comfort with using webcams, reliability of internet or the success of the games in an online setting. Access to an online test workshop provided me with the opportunity to experience facilitating through a digital platform and to run games through this, however a full understanding of the practicalities could not be gained. Whilst this caused a significant setback and added stress, I do believe it helped me develop the resource in more depth, thinking about games that would pose little issue in an online setting. The concern with this lies in the theoretical nature of the workshop rather than being based upon a practical understanding of the issues to be discussed. Experience with running the workshop, whether online or in person would have enabled the workshop resource to be tailored towards the age group, social context and the understanding of bullying that accompanies it. Although this will not iron out all issues as the target group’s understanding and experience of bullying will be different according to their demographic, this would have provided me with more practical information and personal insight to make the workshop resource more specific to need.

Although I was only able to complete one test workshop, this allowed me to reflect upon the workshop resource and question the age of the intended target group. The original target group in my proposal, was 11-16-year-olds and their experiences with the impact of bullying. The test workshop was with a group of participants aged between 11-18 years of age. When developing the resource this did not seem like such a big age division, but upon further reflection I realised how much of a difference there is within these ages. This is seen within my literature review in the figures presented in a government report. “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). These ages originally did strike me as interesting, however I never implemented anything to investigate it further within the workshops, which I now believe was a huge oversight. 10-16 years of age presents a large transitional period with participants not only leaving primary school and entering secondary but leaving school to make choices about their future. Creating a workshop encompassing this age group may pose several issues. The older end of the group may be more confident and have more presence in the space resulting in younger members potentially feeling invalidated and uncomfortable sharing, especially if they are or have been from the same school. As a facilitator I did not consider the wellbeing of the participants with regards to possible intimidation from older members and this needs closer analysis when developing this resource further in the future. Ways to combat this would be to hold these workshops with the two different age groups separately. This would supply two diverse sources of qualitative data, not only of their understanding of bullying from two different standpoints, but also the impact of image theatre upon the processing of these experiences. With regards to establishing an ethical practice this may convey a negativity regarding facilitator competence; “The concept of competence is a crucial anchoring for ethical practice” (Barnes, 2010, p.7). To be the best facilitator I can, and to grow with my practice it is imperative to consider and understand my target group and the possible issues that could arise to provide adequately for their wellbeing and for the workshop to be beneficial. In the future this will be a factor that underpins my work more significantly now I am more aware of this as an underlying issue.

A further point for reflection came with the closing section of the workshop; initial plans were to move from exploring bullying straight to a closing check-in with participants however this seems like an abrupt ending to the workshop. This reflection became apparent to me after completing the first draft and from running the test workshop with participants within the target age group. It became apparent to me that with the issues raised in the work being so heavily centred around experiences of bullying, that this could cause some negative repercussions on the participants, if they do not end the sessions with a lighter cooldown activity. This was a complete error in my judgement. 
Cooldown is usually not as formal a procedure as warmup. Part of the reason for this is that 	once the focused performance is over, people simply let go. But studying this “letting go” 	reveals a patterned activity. Informal cooldown for the active performers involves gestures 	that put the role to rest and reawaken the ordinary self 
(Schechner and Brady, 2013, p.245). 
The cooldown would offer the opportunity for the participants to step out of the discussion and distance themselves from material and topics that could be potentially triggering for them, especially if their own experiences of bullying had been severe. As Schechner has stated, it allows them to step out of the role of being a participant and return to their life without a negative impact. It’s only natural that the work would stir up some emotions especially within the context of having to confront such a difficult topic. By incorporating this change, it provides the participants with a chance to put a comfortable distance between the discussions and themselves, as there is nothing required of them within a cooldown other than to reconnect with themselves in a fun and freeing way. This offers them the opportunity to process and keeps the participants’ mental health and wellbeing as an important focal point of the workshops.

This should have been paid closer attention to earlier utilising the research I had conducted on the implications bullying has on an individual. “From those who have been bullied within the last 12 months: 36% felt depressed, 33% had suicidal thoughts” (ditchthelabel.org, 2020, p.20). In future when creating a resource so heavily concentrated upon how bullying fits within society today and the experiences of it, I will make sure to keep the mental wellbeing of my participants, during and after my workshops, at the forefront. This is to ensure that it does have the positive impact I wanted in terms of participants understanding their experiences and that of a bully, rather than negative. I feel that because I was so engrossed in making sure that the tasks fit within an online context and that it had a good balance of Image Theatre work to meet the scope, that I forgot how truly important it is to prioritise the participants as they are the focal point of the entire project. 

Overall, I felt that this project was an incredibly enriching task as it allowed me the opportunity to truly think in detail about what works in an online context in comparison to in person delivery especially when wanting to achieve qualitative results. I do feel that I could have paid more attention to the participants within the scope of the project whilst planning as I feel that I neglected to consider their wellbeing fully until I completed the original first draft. This however is a learning moment for me as I now will consider how the work will affect the participant and adapt it accordingly. This may have been an earlier realisation if I had been able to conduct more of the planned test workshops however because of unforeseen circumstances with Covid-19 I was not able to do so. I think the workshop resource proactively tackles the context of bullying and has a balance of making activities light, ensuring participants are comfortable within a safe space.

 I would have loved to create further workshops as part of this project to gain more depth in embodying emotions and characters such as the bully, and challenge understanding more, such as what ‘banter’ truly is instead of only lightly touching upon it. This is because I feel that it’s such a huge part of teenagers’ lives today and a well-known excuse when someone faces bullying, as it is labelled as harmless ‘banter’, which can devalue people’s experiences and make them question their emotions. I feel like this could have been a topic in an additional workshop, but I did struggle on how I would structure that into a complete workshop. This was difficult for me because I was not able to experience it in a test workshop space and therefore could only approach tasks centred around my own perceptions of what banter is, which could/ would be alienating to those who experience it within today’s society. 

Image Theatre can help process experiences of bullying by allowing participants to physicalise responses and externalise their emotions instead of having to approach them verbally. This could be intimidating and potentially a reason as to why a lot of individuals do not report instances of bullying. The workshop resource I have created could be a proactive way of empowering children to take control of these situations in the future, however I cannot predict the impact as I have not conducted the work within a workshop setting. I believe the resource will fulfil its aim of providing an extended understanding of the experiences of bullying, whilst also shedding light on the actions of the bully themselves. 
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