Participatory Performance Practice: Project Portfolio

Introduction
Going into this project I was already confident within my skills as a drama practitioner, I have worked in these kinds of settings and the objective for me was to settle back into the flow of my own work. The only issue for me was the fact it would be older teenagers, young adults, people that were 6 to 4 years younger than myself. I’ve always preferred working with younger people, I find that young children have been easier for me as I feel like I can let myself go and be just as playful as they can be. The problem I found with this age group was the fact that they could’ve been more likely to get embarrassed in front of their peers, a concept me as a drama student never fully understood but knew that embarrassment would be the key to students not being able to fully express themselves. I also discovered that I had a fear of secondary school. I remember recalling that even now as an adult I try to keep my head down when I’m walking past older teenagers. I recognise now that this reaction, although wrong to have, stemmed from my feelings towards school from when I was there. These factors started to make this project feel more like a challenge for me, a challenge that would combat my pre-existing prejudices. It was a challenge I was willing to take on to fully round myself as a drama practitioner, as going into this line of work we need to hold no judgement on any of our participants, or at least as soon as the judgement forms in our head, we dismiss it instantly. 

Week 1: Friday 1st October
Before going into the school in November we were told about having a theme of ecotherapy, a theme that daunted me as someone who finds tackling nature and going for walks difficult to do. The theme did make sense to me, after being in lockdown for so long, and being in an unpredictable time, I think we all would benefit from the fresh air from time to time. Nether the less, it was something that I knew I’d find tedious and strenuous. Doing the first task, walking alone for 15 minutes showed me entirely that. I discovered that being alone while doing this with no distractions was difficult, not due to my decreasing lack of stamina, but because of my constantly buzzing brain. During that session alone I sorely wanted to have someone with me, some company that would ease my thoughts and create a flowing conversation. Looking back on this task, not only did COVID 19 stop people being able to experience different sceneries, but it stopped in person communication, something I feel is vital to have and just doesn’t feel right having constantly over the computer or mobile device. It became increasingly obvious that ecotherapy wasn’t just about nature alike to trees and the breeze, but nature meaning a connection to living beings, something that drama exercises could and would be able to bring. 
During this exercise I made a point to give myself a goal, go to the corner shop and do some errands to make my walk, in my mind, worthwhile. I remember during my errands I found speaking to people made the trip worth it, I was able to communicate with real living people, something I think is vital in the strive towards therapeutic gain.

Week 2: Friday 8th October
The next week we took a walk from the university to Carmarthen town, using an exercise from “With nature in mind: the ecotherapy manual for mental health professionals (Pages 238-239, Lindsay Royan writer of foreword; Andy McGeeney 2016; Jessica Kingsley Publishers)” called “Monologue in a Pair.” In this exercise, we took the topic of community and walked in pairs and one group of three towards Carmarthen centre, taking it in turns to speak, or not speak, as the other is listening. We did this for about six minutes each then swapped. We had to keep in mind that this interaction wasn’t a conversation, the other person couldn’t reply whatsoever. It was an interesting experience to go through, as most of my thoughts about community came around on itself. Reflecting, I thought I was never apart of a community, but in those, what felt long, minutes, I concluded that we are all part of a community, no matter what role we play in that community and whether we like it or not. A monologue like that really showed me that my own fears and my own loneliness can be combated through this walking and talking exercise. Whether the walking itself aided my own epiphanies I don’t know, and I don’t think I will ever find out, but having the person next to me being non judgemental and just someone there who’s listening I feel definitely aided my own development of thoughts. 

Week 3: Friday 15th October
During this Friday, a small group of us went to Dinefwr Park in Llandeilo. This was the week I most enjoyed out of all our outings as I’ve already had a history of visiting Llandeilo and I felt young again, castles and outings to national parks remind me so much of my childhood. Even though it was strenuous, I had fun, did art and learnt about the history of Dinefwr. I discovered this week that being outdoors wasn’t actually an issue, the issue stemmed from walking around an area I knew already and have seen many times. I also find that being in towns and cities doesn’t particularly connect you to nature, the lack of trees and the vast majority of buildings seem to trap you in. Though, this generalisation can be argued against when say I am travelling to an unknown place, in my experience I am far more fascinated by buildings in foreign countries due to a learning of culture that you get from looking at these man-made structures. Reflecting on my thoughts towards being in nature maybe tells me I personally only enjoy it when I’m experiencing something new.
With the mention of manmade structures, discovering that this picturesque nature reserve was mostly man made was shocking to say the least, still, being amongst the trees near the castle and making patterns out of leaves was a beautiful experience. I remember joking on the way up that I’m the best person to take for a long walk, not because I have the stamina nor because I’m an enthusiastic walker, no, these traits I don’t possess, but because I have an amazing skill of finding benches nearby to sit on and rest. While walking to the forest, up a very steep hill I found one of these benches, written on top was fun little nature facts to read aloud to the group. Not only did we get to find out more about the nature that resides in Dinefwr, but we saw the bird, the red kite, fly by. Thankfully, what some may call laziness, got us to really appreciate the nature around us. 
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Getting to Know the School: Friday 22nd October & Friday 5th November
After walking through nature to get a feel for ecotherapy, it was time to meet the teachers and visit the school. This was our chance to ask questions and for the teachers to tell us about their students. The information they gave us really showed us the struggle students are going through, especially now with the amount of school they’ve missed due to the pandemic. Although the information given was presented to us in a tactless way, I felt it was evident that young people are suffering now more than ever. The issues mentioned were depression, anxiety, feeling not good enough as well as gender and sexuality exploration, the latter I believe most young people experience as the ages 16-18 is a time for finding yourself. There was a mention for lack of care about rules and a lot of family issues the students experience. One point that stood out was the raise in percentage of children needing free school meals, an indicator of how much the family has been suffering. This conversation I feel drove me to want to be there more so than ever, hoping maybe as a drama practitioner we could be a blank canvas for the students to express themselves on to. 
After this meeting we visited the school on the 5th of November, a task I found daunting. Finally seeing the space, we were working in made the task at hand become a reality and gave a hope of maybe adding some brightness to the dull corridors that surrounded the students.

Before the School, information on safeguarding. 
I felt lucky before I went to the school that I previously got information on safeguarding and the rights young people, as well as vulnerable people have. I feel that before doing any work as a drama practitioner in any setting, including therapeutic settings, that we should know the basics. 
The UK and Welsh governments have offered legislation and guidance for dealing with children and young people, as well as vulnerable adults. These documents, which have been enacted into law, establish a framework for worker practise as well as safeguarding and protection for the client group. These 'code of practise' outlines the expectations of working standards for drama therapists, social workers, nurses, psychiatrists, other medical professionals, social workers, youth workers, nursery workers, and other professionals such as drama practitioners.
Children, young people, and vulnerable adults must be safeguarded and protected.  Each individual's well-being, safety, and welfare are ensured by learning and awareness of protocols and procedures. The legislative foundations of the Children's Act 1989 and 2004, the green paper - Every Child Matter 2003, and the All Wales Child Protection Procedures 2008 and 2021 are presented to the professional. Other safeguarding guidance, such as the safeguarding of vulnerable adults, can be found at- https://gov.wales/safeguarding-guidance. There are further bits of legalisation and guidelines that can be used.
The Data Protection Act of 2018 is another piece of legislation that must be followed. This law regulates how personal information is stored and accessed. In a broad sense, it refers to each and every one of us. When working with children, teenagers, and vulnerable adults, however, the worker must keep this in mind. 
When it comes to safeguarding, the use of photographs, social media entries, and protecting one's privacy are all things to consider. Individuals have the right to have peace of mind that their information is secure and not vulnerable to exploitation.
Another key issue is that of 'rights.' Individual rights imply personal empowerment. UNCRC 1989 (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child) is an internationally recognised document. This advice is not legally binding; several countries have approved it, but not all. There are 54 articles in all. "Under the terms of the convention, governments are required to meet children’s basic needs and help them reach their full potential. Central to this is the acknowledgment that every child has basic fundamental rights. These include the right to:
· Life, survival and development
· Protection from violence, abuse or neglect
· An education that enables children to fulfil their potential
· Be raised by, or have a relationship with, their parents
· Express their opinions and be listened to.”
In 2011, an optional protocol was added. This allows children who have had their rights violated to file a complaint directly with the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child. 
The rights of an individual speak of empowerment. Burr and Montgomery on the topic of the rights of the child, argue; 'Not only does it empower children themselves, but it can be beneficial for the whole community." (Understanding childhood: an interdisciplinary approach. Edited by M. Woodhead & H. Mongomery. 2003. Wiley & Sons Ltd with the Open University. Chapter 4 page 155.)

The Workshops: Wednesday 10th November - Friday 3rd December
Finally, we got to meet the students involved in the project. The students involved were Years 12 and 13, we split into two groups for the duration of the project and occasionally came together with each year group to participate in activities all together. On Wednesday we had the Year 12’s, on Friday we were with the Year 13’s. Walking into the room I could feel my biases flood to the front of my head while seeing girls that looked a lot like the girls I’d avoid at school and found it necessary to push those thoughts to the back of my mind. To this day I know it’s something I need to work on, my aim is to constantly work on these initial judgements. At the very beginning along with the sessions we asked each group to express their thoughts and feelings on life in general and school itself, as well as gage what exercises they enjoyed most. From a lot of the students, they expressed not feeling heard, not enjoying school and feeling stressed with work. Luckily it wasn’t all negative, some enjoyed the structure of school and enjoyed being around friends. It was really interesting to hear and listen to what they had to say. This first week I made a huge mistake, while listening to a student I reworded what they said to my own interpretation, which even a while afterwards knowing I did it got me frustrated, I vow to never make that mistake again. I didn’t realise I did it until it was pointed out, but now I’ll realise it before I even open my mouth. 
[bookmark: _Hlk92425271]In future sessions I decided to mainly work on image theatre (Games for Actors and Non-Actors, Augusto Boal, 2nd ed. London: Routledge. 2002, P. 139-144) which didn’t go as well as I hoped, but the students I worked with mainly were fairly quiet. The other games I used were “Zip, Zap, Boing” ( https://www.scouts.org.uk/activities/zip-zap-boing/ ) , “Splat!” (Drama Games for Classrooms and Workshops, Jessica Swale, Nick Hern Books, 19 Feb. 2009, Page 43) and “Port, Starboard” ( https://tipsareforkids.com/port-and-starboard-game/ ) which are all high energy games which most people seem to enjoy. The difficulty, being with a quieter group was that I had to have all of the energy myself, and some didn’t respond to the high energy well, but “Port, Starboard” was a game that a lot of people said they enjoyed. 
Finally, we found that we couldn’t go to the school for the last week due to the spread of omicron, something that made me feel like there was no closure to the project. To gain closure we filmed ourselves to leave something behind. Along with this, we did our final workshop with the acting students from the University to display what we did with the students. It felt like a nice experience, and everyone reacted well to all of our exercises.

Final Reflection
While it was a shame that we didn’t get to do the final week in the school, I appreciated and enjoyed every minute of the project, and I feel that some students really benefitted from these workshops we went in with. These workshops highlighted to me that there is still a lot for me to learn, and I will learn through experience, but they also taught me one of my biggest strengths is being high energy and being able to hold a room. Something I would like to work on is the times where I let other people create and use these experiences to be more grounded. I feel the experience as a whole developed my skills as a practitioner and has added valuable experiences that I can take on my ever changing journey of working with people. 
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