Participatory Performance Practice - 
Portfolio

When I was presented with this project, I immediately knew that I wanted to use something close to home. I then decided to use the Young Farmers community and focus on the topic of mental health. Mental health is a worldwide issue and has been for many years, especially in the farming community. According to Farmers Weekly, “some 84% of farmers under 40 believe mental health is the biggest danger facing the industry,” (Tasker, J. 2020).  During this time of lockdowns and COVID-19, it is an especially difficult time for farmers. In 2018, there were 83 suicides in the farming community. “Approximately 25% of farmers worldwide are struggling with their mental health every year,” (Harper, S. L. 2019) 25% means that somewhere around 225 million farmers are struggling with their mental health. 

A lot of the calls to The Farming Community Network’s support headline have been about mental health. “52 percent of calls in June, 53 percent of calls in July, 47 percent of calls in August, 45 percent of calls in September,” (Global Ag Media, 2020). These alarming statistics show just how many farmers are struggling with their mental health and are seeking out help. 

After further research, I have found that the farming community wants there to be more awareness of mental health in farmers. They think it would be beneficial to those in the community suffering and for others to acknowledge the problem. “An overwhelming 92% of farmers believe that promoting good mental health is crucial in the battle to keep farmers safe and save lives,” (Gifford, B. E. 2019).

I decided to look into personal stories of farmers suffering with their mental health. By doing this, I came across Doug Avery’s story, a farmer from New Zealand who fought through two major earthquakes which resulted in a very long period of drought, the stress of many suicides taking place and the death of a close worker. “I was ashamed and afraid, and yet so determined to blame everyone - anything - else for my problems,” (Avery, 2017). This quote shows just how much denial someone can be in about the problems they are facing, and how this was only the start of Avery’s downfall in mental health. “My problem was the way I farmed, and the way I thought about things,” (Avery, 2017). Back in 2012, Where Avery’s story takes place, mental health was still a taboo topic of conversation, there was no understanding towards the issue. This was especially true among farmers.

Avery talks about a young boy that he took under his wing while letting him work on the farm. They had a close relationship for the three years they worked together before Michael McKee, the young boy, had gotten into a tractor accident and tragically lost his life. “All I kept thinking was, what could I have done? What didn’t I do to prevent this?” (Avery, 2017). This shows what goes on in a person’s mind post-trauma, the guilt and searching for answers.

Taking my target group into consideration, I thought it would be best to model the sessions around them. I wanted activities that they would feel comfortable taking part in, so I thought about creative writing. I have found that creative writing has helped me with my own mental health, so I apprehended that it would be a great idea to use this in my own sessions. Creative writing gives a person control and power over their issues, you get to choose which words you use, what you write about and how much you want to share. Hearing what other people have written gives you something to relate to or something to acknowledge and sympathise with. An article written by Diana Adjadj puts in a way that’s accurate and honest, “suppression of negative feelings is a heavy burden, and to describe them, not for publication, but for oneself it is like a free medicine for the soul,” (Adjadj, D. 2019).

The Young Farmers Club (YFC) is a group of people, traditionally farmers, that meet every week to participate in various and diverse activities. They have their own annual eisteddfod and rally where different clubs can compete against each other. It’s a fun and educational experience for all members. “We are a democratic membership organisation of over 5,000 members working with young people between the ages of 10 and 26 years of age,” (YFC Wales, 2020). This shows how many people across Wales take part in and appreciate the YFC. It also shows the age range of people who attend the club. They work with people who are between 10 and 26 to help teach and develop new skills that they can use in their futures. 

YFC is an organisation that’s filled with culture. Something that I’ve learned about cultural organisations and institutions is that, “citizens participate not only in cultural activities but also contribute these in ways that make a visible difference,” (Erikson, B. 2020).

I put a lot of consideration when putting together my sessions. I knew that a check-in and check-out at the beginning and end of each session would be mandatory, as it helps you to get to know the participants better. It also gives the facilitator an understanding of how the participants feel before the session, and their journey they’ve been on throughout the session to how they feel at the end. “One way to begin to build trust within a group as a means of helping it grow into an ensemble over time is to begin with a check-in of some kind,” (Prendergast, and Saxton, 2013). Seeing the participants grow into a group is very important, but seeing them grow as individuals is equally as important.

I decided not to use numbers to describe how participants are feeling. I did this because, sometimes, it’s difficult and stressful to put a number on your emotions. Instead, I decided to use different categories, such as colours or the weather. This gives participants the opportunity and freedom to associate their feelings with something physical, with or without an explanation. 

“Another way to continue to build a sense of trust and community in a group is to continue using drama games and activities as a way to begin each session,” (Prendergast, and Saxton, 2013). After reading this, I knew it would be best to play a game with the participants to get them warmed up and feeling more comfortable for the task ahead.

The main tasks of the sessions are creative writing based and focus on the simpler times in life, or the idea of them. Thinking back on and unlocking these memories and ideas, as adults, gives the participants something positive to think about. “All of these activities should be clearly contextualized for participants so that they can see the relevance of these activities within the context of the group’s overall mandate or focus,” (Prendergast, and Saxton, 2013). The tasks that I planned for the sessions were relevant to the context that I was working with, as I was working with a group of young farmers to help raise awareness and decrease the risk of suffering with their mental health.

I have paid a lot of attention to the ethics within this project in order to keep participants feeling comfortable and safe during sessions. The first thing I thought about was creating a sense of equality in the virtual space. I did this by giving every participant the chance to lead a small part of the games during the sessions. This gives participants a sense of responsibility, a role, purpose and a feeling of success when it goes right. Equality is one of the most important things to consider with projects involving participants, this is because no one likes feeling left out of the action and will become uninterested in what’s happening. Also, they will feel oppressed by the facilitator, which is not how a participant should feel.

Next, I took respect into consideration. Building respect between participants and the facilitator is mandatory in order for the project to be successful. This also applies to respect among the participants for each other. To create a sense of respect within the group, participants were asked to give positive feedback to others in the group after sharing what they had written. Another way that I considered respect was that participants were asked to tell everyone something that they appreciate about someone else within the group. Evidently, positivity towards someone else shows that a person has a lot of respect for that specific person.

Giving participants a choice is critical in a workshop setting because they may not be comfortable with the activity. I gave participants a choice when it comes to sharing what they wrote in the session. I made them aware that it was their choice whether to share or not, or if they only wanted to share a small part of their writing. I also made them aware that they would not be discriminated against for not sharing. Forcing participants to share is wrong because it breaches trust and confidentiality. It also causes stress and pressure for that participant. Offering a choice avoids those negative outcomes. Throughout life, we are offered many choices for various things, why should choices be taken away in a workshop? It shouldn’t. Choice also a feeling of equality and the outcome of that choice will be respected, as everyone was given the same options and would be respected for their decision.

Another important aspect to consider is safety, everyone in the space needs to feel safe for everything to be successful. I focused on safety by creating a safe space for participants to share their thoughts and would be greeted with positivity whatever their choice would be. There wouldn’t be any pressure to do anything they didn’t want to do, resulting in keeping them feeling comfortable. Creating a positive space makes people feel safe, whereas negativity doesn’t make people feel safe. This is why I focused on keeping everyone and activities positive. With optimistic activities and comments, participants are free to have fun without any worries. 

Finally, I focused on supporting all of the participants, as a group and individually. I wanted them to feel like they could voice their opinions and how they feel. I did this by using colours and types of weather to describe how everyone is feeling. Also by asking participants how they felt about what other people had written. Letting participants describe how they are feeling by associating it with something other than numbers, or the emotions themselves, leaves room for confidentiality. What they have associated their mood with offers other participants the chance to interpret it in their own way. Asking participants for their opinions gives them the opportunity to be heard and they feel like people want to listen to what they have to say, which is what everyone deserves.

My first session went really well, but there were moments that I wasn’t prepared for. I asked the participants to write a story revolving around their idea of a perfect day. I felt like this was a positive thing for them to think about and keep in mind when they’re having a rough day. I loved hearing everyone’s stories and how it made the other participants feel hearing what everyone had written. It wasn’t really bad, but some of the stories weren’t realistic and were based around fantasy. Something that I realised from this was that I should be more clear when explaining the task at hand. Something else I could have done was stating clearly that the stories had to be realistic. If I were to use the task again in another workshop, I would take more care with explaining the task, and ask if anyone had any questions about what they were doing.

In the second session, things were better and I felt more relaxed. Something that happened was that I had to get my laptop charger because my laptop was running out of battery. I was extremely embarrassed and I felt like I was disorganised and being unprofessional by doing this. I handled this in a professional way and explained what we were moving onto next after my charger was plugged in. I feel like breaking away to get my charger broke the group’s focus of the sessions because everyone was watching me plug my charger into the wall. From this experience, I could make sure that my laptop is fully charged before the session to avoid the unnecessary distraction. I could also make sure that my charger is already plugged in and easy to get to, without having to say anything. Next time, I will make sure that everything is easily reachable before the session so that I won’t need to distract the participants during the session.

My third, and final session was the best one in my opinion. I had taken a mental note from the previous session and made everything I could have needed easily accessible. Something that made me feel anxious and unprepared was the fact that one participant was in a parked car. It was completely unexpected but I knew that I had to adapt the session there and then to help that participant feel included. I feel that I handled the situation well and made everyone feel included. Although, I do feel that I tripped over my words a lot because I was unprepared for this to happen. Something I could have done before the session was to consider different situations where I would need to adapt the session and plan for them. Something else I could have done was ask the participants before the session where they would be attending from. That way, I could be more prepared and it would be easier for me to adapt. If this were to happen again, I would plan for all possible situations so that I could be more organised if they were to happen.

Overall, this has been a great project and process of planning. Everything was easily organised and laid out from the beginning, which made it easier for me to start working and researching my focus. I felt at ease when planning the workshops and what I would include in each of the sessions.The group was amazing and were easy to work with and made me feel like everything I was doing was right and was working for them. I would definitely consider going through this experience again with the same group, or maybe a different group with a new focus.

This project has taught me a lot of things about myself that I didn’t know I could do. For example, I didn’t know that I had it in me to create an organised workshop that revolved around the issue at the hand: mental health in the farming community. I feel extremely positive after this experience and will definitely consider following through with this kind of project in my future. 
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