During this unprecedented time in our lives, human connection has become vital. Quarantining has been an integral part of keeping our country safe from the coronavirus outbreak. Isolation is making connecting to people more difficult.  We are being kept away from people we love, and even small interactions like going to the shops has become a task. But the elderly is more at risk of infection and death. The estimates from the Imperial Collage London in March of 2020 suggests that the death rate is almost 10 times higher than average for those over 80, and much lower for those under 40 (Cuffe, 2020). This means that they must stay inside to reduce the risk of getting infected. But isolating does come with other disadvantages. The whole country is going to be struggling with their mental health. But the elderly has a higher risk of isolation than most. 17% of older people report they are in contact with family, friends and neighbours less than once a week; 11% report this contact is as infrequent as less than once a month (Davidson & Rossall, 2015). This is a very concerning statistic that came up before isolation came into effect. Loneliness comes with health worries as well. “... Loneliness has been found to raise levels of stress, impede sleep and, in turn, harm the body. Loneliness can also augment depression or anxiety" (Novotney, 2019). 
These statistics about isolation and mental health informed and inspired the ideas for my project.  This disconnect might be caused by the digital analogue divide that separates the younger generation, with social media and video calls being a main source of connectivity, from the elderly who may not have as much access to these forms of communication. The website me and my classmates are using to collect this information is called the Reflective Collective. This is a great way to promote our work to other internet users.  However, there are many people that this excludes, such as individuals with no access to the internet which typically (but not exclusively) includes the elderly.  Including these groups of people is key to the work I want to produce. In this portfolio I am going to be writing about the research that I am doing to support my project, including the ethics involved, the letter writing project and the developments that will come after writing this paper and a reflection on how I see this project looking in the future. 

Prue Wales (2011) suggests that it is important to “engage [participants] creativity, agency and voice through the act of digital storytelling”.  The participants in my project were actively involved with their own storytelling, and in turn, their voice was being heard.   I did not want this project to focus on any problems that arose from the virus itself. I wanted my area of focus to be on letting people talk openly and tell their own stories. These stories might be inspired by the participants own experiences of quarantine, or they could come from the extra time they have during the quarantine period.  Handwritten letters are a personal way to share these stories and receiving a letter could make them feel included within society.  I wanted to be able to compare participants’ life experiences, and then turn them into something that could tell multiple people's versions of their lives. “Performance is something that builds the diverse area of ‘cultural work’ within which the body performs various aspects of production, socially and historically constructed behaviours that are learned and reproduced. (Wales, 2012). Letter writing also “...naturally promotes a deep, less superficial relationship...” (Fraser-Thill, 2019). You have to sit down and think about what to write in your letter, instead of just using a one word reply on social media. You are able to connect more to the person you are writing to.  Our culture is changing at a rapid pace at the time of writing. We are caught in the middle of the pandemic and are witnessing a shift in cultural perspective.  In the final phase of my project, I would like to create a piece of theatre that looks at this shift in perspective using the thoughts and stories that were provided in these letters.  This will be an interesting way to look back on the pandemic, not only for me, but hopefully the participants as well. 

When looking for inspiration for my project, I made sure to check the Well-being of Future Generation (Wales) Act. This is a document that that is about “improving the social, economic, environmental and cultural well-being of Wales” (Well-being of Future Generations Act, 2015) There are different goals within this document that the Welsh Government wants to achieve to help keep the country healthy mentally as well as physically. One of the goals is to “...make a Wales of cohesive communities” (Well-being of Future Generations Act, 2015) To me, this is one of the most important sections to focus on during this project, because connections can better mental health. Looking after our elderly has become a community driven affair. Whilst creating my own project, I was involved with one run by the company People Speak Up.  Lead by Elenor Shaw, People Speak Up (2020) is focused on “… [connecting] communities through storytelling, spoken word, creative writing and participatory arts”.   Her work connecting these communities carried on throughout the pandemic, one which included young people. They collaborated and created art that would be sent to care homes in the Llanelli area.  This encourages communication between the elderly and the communities that they live in. Isolation is an issue that impacts the mental health of anyone. The World Health Organisation has suggested that “Older adults, especially in isolation and those with cognitive decline/dementia, may become more anxious, angry, stressed, agitated and withdrawn during the outbreak or while in quarantine” (WHO, 2020). Keeping in contact with the elderly will minimise these risks and connect communities that would not always be in contact each other. 

There are going to be three layers to my letter writing project. The first section I wanted to do was write letters to people I know. I asked them how they were doing in isolation, and what they were looking forward to when they left. I wanted to get to know the people around me in a more intimate way than through communicating online. This worked out well and some interesting things came up from it. Something that came up again and again, was how special it was to receive a handwritten letter. One of my participants had not written a letter for a long time and even apologized for his handwriting being messy. Another person had noted that it was a more personal way to communicate. This comment stood out to me because it really shows me how much people appreciate handmade items. They commented on how the technological age has made communication less personal, which to me brings up some interesting points. We are relying heavily on technology to communicate with our friends and family during this current period of time. We are even having our lessons online due to the pandemic. But the impersonal nature of using the internet is something that the first set of participants noticed. The need for connection is becoming more evident as the weeks draw on. So, the more personal things we can do for each other, the more connections we can make.  

In phase two, I want to open the floor to other people around the world. When discussing the progression of the project with my tutor, many different ideas came up. For instance, one of the ideas suggested was to write two handwritten letters. One of them would be addressed to one of my current participants and the other would be left blank with a paid for stamp. In the first letter, I will explain that the blank letter would be for a person of their choosing to send to.  I will add another pre stamped envelope with my address, so that I can get a reply. I could also add the website on the letter. The biggest issue that comes out of this is the cost of stamps. The price of twelve second class on the Royal Mail is £7.50. I have five people as my start participants. I would also need to include the price of the stationary to this cost.  This puts lots pf pressure on me as a student who needs to save money. Without funding for this, it might limit the number of letters I could send.  I have decided to just walk around the area where I live, so that I cut down on the cost of the stamps.  I am also looking into different funding options from a wide variety of sources including crowdfunding. This will need in-depth research on a suitable method and will be considered throughout the process. 
 
In the final phase of my work, I want to collect everybody’s letters and create a story from it. I would first look at the pandemic as a whole and pick out the key aspects to base the show from.  I am aiming for this piece to be a reminiscence style show, looking back on the pandemic and its effects on communities. The style of information retrieval that I am doing is like a one to one interview. In the book Reminiscence Theatre: Making Theatre from Memories, Schweizer, (2007) states that  “The experience of the one-to-one interview can be genuinely empowering for the individuals involved, since it may well be the first time they have had an opportunity to reflect on their experience with a listener who clearly has a very sincere interest in what they have to say and a very direct need to hear and record it.”(P.43)  During this disruptive time in the world, having someone who genuinely wants to listen to the participants is so important. It gives the participants some time to reflect on their feelings and question how they feel about the situation. There will be some workshopping to determine how the show will go, but I do want the letters to be involved. I want to include their real voices and get their first hand  experiences of the events. I hope to create something that can bring together many people, through their shared experiences.


In any project involving other people, it is important to look at the ethical considerations. There was one main ethics issue that I came across whilst doing this project. I was always aware of the need for consent to use the letters for my work and consent for their addressed to be given. I had decided that the best option was to upload the information anonymously so that no information could be spread online.  There are many different ethics boards that talk about this subject, but they all include similar areas of ethical consideration. According to David Resnik, one of the main areas that ethic boards look at are “...that researchers can be held accountable for their actions” (2015). This means that if any private information is shared to the public that the participants didn’t want shared, they will put me accountable. This is something I do not want to happen, and the best way to make sure it does not is by keeping the information anonymous. This also ties into his second point of “...(supporting) important social and moral values, such as the principle of doing no harm to others.” (Resnik, 2015). I would not want any harm to come to any of my participants, so keeping them anonymous will keep them from harm as well. Overall, the safety of both me and the people involved with my project is the most important thing to consider throughout the whole project.

On reflection of this project, I am very proud of how it is going so far.  The most interesting part of this journey is how important it is as a creator to keep going. In times of intense stress things can get quite difficult. You lose your creativity and your work is left to the side. But the first responses I have received have highlighted how important the creative arts are. The many people I have talked to and the work they are creating highlight the best of this therapeutic practise. The work I have already done is an excellent jumping off point for later work that I want to make. And as the world is goes back to normal, the world will still be feeling the effects of the pandemic. People will have lasting mental health issues from being locked in for so long, so I believe that we need to keep the work going. I am going to be putting a lot of work into the next three months. I have decided to use crowdfunding to continue letter writing to as many people as I possibly can. This will be a very time consuming, need lots of focus and be something that will be a challenge for me. I am willing to put in the hard work because I have seen a huge growth in me. There have been days where I have been struggling with my mental health. Everything has been weighing down on top of me and the project has seemed to big. I pushed on because I knew that this project was something that would not only benefit my participants but me as well. I am also feeling the benefits of my project. I thoroughly enjoy what I am doing and having the privilege to respond to other people's letters is an amazing biproduct that comes from the work. 
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