
Independent Project Research Proposal                                                      Blaze Tallulah Roper (2010071)
How can student actors use tools to help support their wellbeing during training?

Introduction
In this research proposal, I will be looking at actin training methods that are already accessible to student actors. Also, I will be looking at how they could be combined or used to potentially aid their own personal and unique wellbeing during the training and rehearsal process. The hypothesis of this research project is that improvisation and training methods can help support actor wellbeing. In the journey to test this hypothesis, this paper will examine my aims, literature review, methodologies, ethics, intended outcomes and then an overall review after I have carried out the practical element of my research.

Aims
· To identify tools that help actors through training.

Literature Review
In Jerzy Grotowski’s book Towards a Poor Theatre, he highlights two metaphors for actors. The “courtesan actor” and the “holy actor.” The “holy actor” is such of having true emotions and feeling, sacrificing their body and inner most part of themselves as well as using an “inductive” technique. (1976, p. 35) The “courtesan actor,” however, uses their known techniques in a suggested falsified way in what is known as a “deductive technique.”  His training of the “holy actor,” completely truthful portrayal, could be argued to be too vulnerable of a position to put an actor in, and while lifting the mask to find one’s true self can be important to their wellbeing, doing so in such a self-exposing way can be argued to be more harmful. On the other hand, Grotowski’s methods releases a “daily mask of lies” which causes “a conflict between this mask and ourselves.” (Grotowski, 1976, p.46). This method arguably can be good for a person’s wellbeing as they may meet their true individual selves, rather than the version they portray as a mask.
On another perspective, John Wright (2006, p.36) states “I find the idea that acting must be ‘truthful’ deeply irritating. The more credible we are in theatre, the bigger lies we’re trying to tell.”
Both ideas are opposites of the other, yet it could be argued that both ideals can be merged together, and that the juxtaposition of the truth and the lie can exist in one space. To be truthful to oneself yet explore this in lies created by theatre. 
Within an analysis of the text from Stephen Wangh, a student of Grotowski, there is an understanding that Grotowski’s methodology, as he personally expresses, is working within a “theatre laboratory” (Grotowski, 1976, p.27). A laboratory is a cold environment for any person to be in, no matter what kind of laboratory, and being an experiment has no humanity or warmth to it. Wangh takes Grotowski’s methodologies and adds a softness and humanity to Grotowski's methods, fully understanding that the participants are human beings. Many of the methodologies within my practical research I will be using will be from Wangh’s adaptation of Grotowski’s methods. Along with Wangh’s adaptation, I will be working with the playful element of Wright’s work that I have gathered from an analysis of his book titled Why Is That So Funny?

Methodologies
A small participatory observation group during a one hour workshop lasting 5 sessions. The first session to establish contract and to introduce methods used by Wangh (2000), the other four to delve into methods and how they may be useful. 
To start each session, I will go around and ask each participant how they are feeling. There are many ways to check in, but for these particular sessions I will be working on a scale of one, being the worst, to ten, feeling the best. This allows the participant to express what they are feeling before we start, which can be helpful for the participant to know their voice is valid. This method will also give me a way to collect the data to help analyse the basics of their overall wellbeing. 
The next exercise, which is important to the following sessions, will be creating a contract. This exercise will only happen in the first session, we will take a piece of paper and have a group discussion where each individual participant will contribute to this working contract, stating the limitations and their expectations within the work we are doing. This contract will also be an opportunity for me, the facilitator, to state my role within the group and any boundaries this professional role will have. Prendergast and Saxon (2013, p. 32) states the benefits of contracting in the following bullet points. 
· “It establishes the terms of the partnership between facilitator and participants. 
· It carries the expectation that everybody will contribute and respond. 
· It acknowledges the particular demands that drama makes (working orally, physically, emotionally and cooperatively). 
· It demystifies drama as an art form and guarantees that the facilitator will not ask more of participants than they are willing or prepared to do themselves. 
· It provides a reference point for dealing with problems as they may arise, and guarantees a space in which people feel safe expressing how they feel about material, issues, or group dynamics. 
· It initiates a dialogue that allows all group members to negotiate and reflect upon the work.” 
The next exercise that will be involved in the first session will be the “safe space” exercise, highlighted by Wangh (2000, pp. 8-10). Whilst citing Don Juan, Wangh states “In the teachings of Don Juan this process of finding the right place seems profound and mysterious. But actually it is a skill we all exercise every day.” In this exercise the actor will walk around the room and test every spot in the room to see if they feel comfortable working within that space. The exercise should take only a couple of minutes, but hopefully after they get a feel for the space around them, they should feel more comfortable within the space they choose. Wangh suggests the importance of this exercise by saying “Acting requires emotional leaps, and you need as much safety as you can get before engaging in pirouettes of the heart.” Not only is this an important tool for working in acting, but it is a good skill to take out of the training room and into the real world. If you cannot feel comfortable in the space that you are in, how can you feel comfortable within yourself? Some may still struggle after sessions, but it can be the beginning of becoming a bit more comfortable each day, week, month or year.
This next exercise will be an exercise I will do with the participants during every session. This activity I have taken from Wangh (2000, pp. 28-30) and it is called “The body part warm up.” This exercise requires the actor to focus on each part of their body from head to toe, or from toe to head. The actor should be listening to and focusing on what their body needs at that current moment. If they need to wiggle their toes, they shall. If they need to massage their shoulders, they shall. If they need to “pat down” their whole body, then they should do that. Not only is this vital for actor training but this can also be an exercise they can take into daily life as it helps them learn how to listen to their body and how to cater for their body if they need to do so. In this process Wangh asks “What do I need to do now?” (Wangh, 2000, p.28) 
The next exercise that will be involved in all of my workshops will be an exercise Wangh (2000, p. 79) and practised called “Rivers.” A “river” is the idea of starting with one creative source and then the participant follows their impulses from that source, with hopes of them not thinking directly about their actions. In the first workshop I will introduce a basic version of the river with the source of creativity coming from myself. This will be a creative, fun and improvisational river that should help my participants become comfortable with the idea of following their impulses from the source of creativity. This river will also be an opportunity to introduce a contract for the rivers that should support the safety of the participants involved. This contract will involve only using the floor, your own body and other people’s bodies within the space. Whilst using other people’s bodies, and your own body, it will be important to state that if any impulses involve harm or actions of explicit nature such as punching, hitting, kicking or touching private areas, there will be an invisible screen between those body parts. There will also be direct instruction that no objects or clothes are available for the actor to touch. This will be stated each session and be within the contract.
After the first session, I will then introduce moving from different sides of the body. The first is the front of the body which symbolises the archetype of the child. The second is the back of the body which symbolises the elder. The two other sides can be interchanged as the known and the unknown. The known will be your dominant side of the body, for me that is my right side, but for others that can be their left. The unknown will be the person’s least dominant side or the opposite of what they decide their dominant side is. This exercise can be used to help fully embody a character that an actor is playing. However, I will be using this exercise as a way to assist the participants to know these different sides of themselves. I will be targeting each side per session after the first. As well as guides, there will be a second river using “partners” (see appendix Figure A) which is a set of stimuli for character creation. This part will be to help give the actors an example of how you can use these workshops within acting training and character creation. 
The “I Feel” (Wangh, 2000, pp. 138-140) exercise will be included in another of my sessions. During this exercise the actors will be split into pairs, and they will sit opposite each other. They have a moment to relax, then make eye contact- while accepting urges to laugh and smile. One person will start and say, “I feel____” and fills in the blank. This feeling can be as deep as the participant wants it to be. If the participant cannot give the emotion a name, gibberish is allowed. The second person listens to the first person, then replies with how they feel. Wangh expresses that “after you speak, let go and really listen to the other person.” This game lasts for 5 minutes and if one person notices that the other person cannot respond, and they feel something themselves, they should state how they feel. Wangh states this exercise “helps us to notice that as we listen to another person our own inner life changes.” One of his participants asks if they are expressing their own feelings or if they are expressing the feeling they have in reaction to what their partner said. Wangh’s answer is “Yes.” This exercise is helpful to the actor if they are dealing with interpersonal relationships within their script, but it can be argued that this exercise can also make the participant aware of their interpersonal relationships in real life.
During one session, I will work with the acting participants on the “Judgement Exercise” (Wangh, 2000, p. 303). During the judgement exercise, the participant will be asked to do a movement from the river they just did of their choice, one they felt most judgement with. Whilst going through the motions of that movement, the actor will be asked to pay attention to the judgement voice that they are hearing in their head. It is important for the actor to listen to the exact words and tone of this voice. After they have listened to the voice, the actor will be asked to take a step to the side and impersonate the voice exactly how they heard it. Once the actor has impersonated the voice, the actor will then be asked to take a step back into their actor body and reply to the voice. Their reply can just accept what the voice has said, or they can confront their voice and reply with a challenge. If the actor chooses the latter, they will have to fully physicalise the confrontation. This exercise can be done as many times as needed. Wangh (2000, pp. 302-303) states this exercise was “developed by Linda Putnam. It combines the Grotowski physical training with Gestalt psychology techniques.” This is another exercise that can be brought to daily life to bring self-positivity and to combat negative thoughts.
An important part towards the end of every session will be “the hunker” (Wangh, 2000, pp. 47-50) and journalling. To hunker is a process where the actor crouches into a hunched position with their arms drooping to the floor. This allows the actor to process the experience that they have just been through quickly, as the body is in an uncomfortable position, and they would like to get out of it as soon as possible to stop any chance of becoming too uncomfortable within the position. Soon after they have processed what they have been through, they will then journal their thoughts of their experiences and what they have actually experienced. This is to be kept to themselves as I would not want to invade their personal thoughts that are not meant for sharing. Like many of the other exercises I have mentioned, this process is a tool that can be used in the training room after rehearsals or after exercises, as processing what the actor has been through can be important to help maintain personal wellbeing. Again, this can be used in day-to-day life to help process situations or just the day that the participant has been through. I can suggest to the participants to spend time journalling each day. 
Finally, the session will end with a check out. During the checkout I would ask the actors to tell me how they are feeling, again, on a scale of one to ten. This will allow them to tell me how the process was for them without giving me too much information. As their facilitator for five sessions, I would not want to ask them to tell me more than they are willing to share. I would invite them to come up to me at the end and share with me a feedback form, that I have created, with their scale of how they felt to the beginning of the session and at the end of the session, along with the question of if they want to share anything more with me that could help aid my investigation.
Checking in and out will be vital to my practice, as it will help me gain a deeper understanding of how students are feeling before and after their sessions. I will be writing after each session how students react to the exercises, and any feelings they decide to share within their feedback forms. Hunkering and journalling will be personal to them, I will advise participants to bring a notebook and a pen to sessions beforehand but will also bring paper and pens in case the participants do not bring them along. 
Whilst these exercises are good for actor training, I will only put emphasis on their own self-expression whilst working through the movements of each exercise. I will be putting emphasis on the exercises being fun and improvisational, which will hopefully be expressed through my facilitation methods. Combining the care of Wangh and the methodology of Grotowski are the important things in conducting my research.

Ethics
The participants of this project will be acting students from level four to level six. A poster will be posted on social media and across the university campus stating that this is a series of five opt in workshops, intended for research purposes, including a temporary email for them to contact if interested. They will also be informed that if they opt in, their emails used to contact me will only be used in order for me to gain contact with them during the process. Within this e-mail, they will also be made aware of the fact that they can opt out at any point during the process and that this will not affect any of their studies if they do so. I will also let them know that their participation will be anonymous in my research, and I will be observing how they react to the exercises and that the only feedback they would have to provide is via an anonymous feedback form at the end of the session. This will also be an opportunity to tell them what would be involved in the sessions, such as Grotowski’s methodology that was developed by Wangh, and it would be given to them in a fun and improvisational way.
As soon as I have confirmation, I will inform them that I will be using their student e-mail to keep in contact with them regarding when the sessions will be. I will also inform them what would be required of them to bring during the sessions, such as note pads and pens for self-reflection after each of the sessions are done.
The sessions will be physical and may require emotional engagement. The talk of wellbeing could be emotionally distressful for some participants, as they will be looking at their judgmental voices, bodies and parts of themselves that they may not have looked at before. Within my risk assessment, I have noted this as a possible risk, even though I will not be instigating any conversations. The participants may instigate these conversations with myself. If this is done, I will mitigate this risk by pointing them to sources within the university and outside sources. In order to protect myself from these risks, I will speak to my own personal tutors and counsellors if any of this affects me and will personally visit some of the sources myself.
Finally, this project is physical. During going through the methods I will be using, I will be constantly reminding my participants to be careful with their own bodies and with other people’s bodies. This will be most important during rivers, as participants will have opportunities to engage with other bodies in the space.

Intended Outcomes
· Participants should have gained new skills to help support their overall wellbeing during acting training, and outside of actor training.

Reflection

The project
The three participants engaged in four out of five sessions, all with the lesson plan from above and with the rivers being the main focus of each session. One missed the second session and two missed the fourth session. The main structure of each session was check in, warm up, river one, hunker and journal, feedback, river two, hunker and journal, feedback and finally a check out with feedback sheet. In the first couple of sessions, I used “the judgement” exercise and the “I feel” exercise. Not only was this structure aimed to give the actors tools to use in sessions, in my opinion these exercises will help improve actors’ wellbeing as long as they are used with no pressure. The first session, I introduced a simple river. Participant number three had struggles with self-blockages, but I also had to consider she was the only female participant in the group. The other two participants engaged with each other, but they knew each other outside of the room and were both male participants. After experiencing this, I decided it was best to add myself to the activities to balance the scales of sex. I also made sure to highlight that people did not have to touch or interact with each other and that there were no wrong answers, the only answer was to follow impulse. For the following sessions with myself involved, I found that my participants were very happy to interact with each other, went into their bodies more and got used to the layout of the session. The other activities seemed to lack in personal development and the rivers were used to explore all parts of each participant. 
Feelings 
Overall I was very happy with the results of my workshops, people in general felt “calm” and “relaxed”, and so did I in the workshops. I loved watching interactions between the participants even if there was no physical contact between the participants. Participant One had said that it was the first time that week he had left his head, and Participant Three saw development and growth from the first time doing a river up to the very last river that they did, stating that they were no longer thinking about what had to be done next. Participant Two did feel focused when doing the exercises but found them more helpful for character development than on a personal level. Saying this, I believe that it may end up having beneficial long term effects of mindfulness. I also felt that the participants respected each other during the process, showing no judgement and full acceptance of what flowed from each other’s impulses. To me this evidences that not only do the exercises have great individual benefits, but it can also develop personal relationships and help induct acceptance in the workspace and beyond. I felt disappointed that it did not spark questions on the psyche, as on different sessions we followed impulses based on different parts of the body, as these were questions that they sparked in myself. I am glad overall that people found it relaxing and helped improve focus in the session. 
Evaluation
The good part of the project was the rivers that me and the other participants got involved in. It was beautiful to see the development of the participants getting involved with the rivers and to see the creativity flow for each focused body part. One participant preferred following right sided impulses as it gave them more to do. I think that it really helped my participants engage with a form of mindfulness while still being able to be creative in the project. Even though there were only three participants, rivers worked well, but I feel would certainly be far more interesting if there was a larger group of people doing the workshops. From previous experiences, a larger group means more and different reactions and interactions. 
The elements that I would have changed in hindsight is the development of starting engaging people with their impulsive side selves. I think aiming for a wider group of people outside of the acting community, but still within the arts community, could have given the project a new dimension with perhaps more participants with different experiences and viewpoints. Maybe working with a college performing arts class for the same time would have been a more influential target, as college students would be new to looking after their own wellbeing within the acting training. 
People also regretted not following their instinct at points during the project, which felt like a bad moment. I wanted people to not regret any options they chose- but maybe this is more a reflection on myself than their experience. The fact they could analyse their impulses and see that it was better following it than not, may give the participants incentive to follow their gut more as time goes on during their acting career, and in day to day life. 
Analysis
Overall, participants engaged with all things in the workshop, and gained different benefits from the same exercises. Using partners within the second river of the workshop was mostly enjoyed by the participants, more so than just following the front, back, left or right impulses. This was an interesting development for me, as it suggested that people preferred to have a character than be their core selves, and maybe struggled to find their core identity and then follow an identity that was self-given. Mostly in sessions, people had developed since the first workshop, this is a good sign to me that people’s overall wellbeing during our practice are improving. You can also see via the feedback forms in the appendix that people’s wellbeing on a scale of one to ten improved, or stayed the same after sessions, and never got worse which shows to me the benefit of doing this work. 
Conclusion
This project evidences to me that you will never know what actors need to help improve and maintain their wellbeing. All actors have had different experiences with directors, projects, life events, and will struggle with different parts of the work, as each and every person is unique. Even though this is the case, I saw it was helpful to the participants to be in their bodies rather than thinking about every move. It also gave freedom for people to safely push boundaries within themselves and within their character work, focus for upcoming practical work as well as giving relaxing effects. Grotowski’s work has targeted more than what was planned, and I would argue that the work, continued or not, will have long lasting effects that may spark new feelings of wellbeing in months to come, maybe things people had not noticed before. 
The work can help people devise, connect, create and help tackle self-judgement or self-restriction. These points highlighted are things that I feel hold people back in day to day life, a constant worry about doing things right or wrong when you can just do what feels right. Of course, this lifestyle or way of being does not suit everyone, but the majority of the creative community I feel would thrive from this type of thinking, as it may be a part of their reasoning for pursuing a career in the arts. 
Future Projects
In similar future projects, I have learnt how to be more zen within my delivery of drama workshops. Therefore, will feel more confident with doing more calm wellbeing sessions rather than my usual energetic presentation. I will also try to do exercises that help people delve into impulses at a slower pace, rather than try to expect them to follow impulses straight away, as I recognise that this can be hard for some. I would perhaps do some rivers in pairs or use myself as the main source of creativity while leading a group river where people are more focused on me than themselves. After gradually introducing people to the concept of following impulses and neutralised them to the weirdness that can be of following impulses, I would then lead on to personal rivers. I would need a lot more time on a project for this strategy to work, maybe seeing a group twice a week for a month or two for longer hours to get the desired results. I would also like to trial these projects with different sized participant groups from different types of backgrounds, to see how they would react or what they would create from impulsive interactions. If I decided to work with a group of non-actors, I would have to take many steps to get the participants comfortable with interacting in such a way, more steps than what would be necessary for a group of actors. The only other thing I would change is the intensity of the warmup, and whether it would be led by me for the majority of the time at the beginning or whether I would leave it up to the individual on what warm up is needed. This is a hard one to decide, as it depends on the group of individuals I am working with to how involved in the warmup I am. 
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