Mandi Dunlop Ferraro (0650646) 		Working Journal

Introduction
This journal will be sharing my hopes and experiences through the lens of Applied Theatre practice and I aim to explore ways to turn my new knowledge into relevant, meaningful and practical resources. With my growing skills, I hope to find new purpose and the capability to create positive change  in community and education. 

Working Journal
Applied Theatre uses playfulness to experiment with perceived shifts in power. In Games for Actors and Non-Actors (Boal, A, (2002) and in The Rainbow of Desire  (Boal, A (2003) practicalities of how to use Applied Theatre were expansively outlined. I read how Augusto Boal was inspiring potential revolutionaries: ‘it is felt as true by the protagonist.’ Theatre of the Oppressed, through its dynamic ‘games’ (sometimes silent and sometimes loudly vocal) creates space for expressing both internal and external oppression. The act of sharing a story with an engaged listener can offer deeper clarity, helping to better understand both our own experiences and those of others.

Playback Theatre’s structured, formulaic storytelling offers freedom of expression, shows vulnerability and can display vivid emotional responses from actors and the audience. These are shared within a set format that protects all those present. I consider a successful experience of Playback Theatre to be the participant group becoming comfortable feeling vulnerable, together: ‘an interaction between lived experience and the creative imagination.’ (Prentki, T and Preston, S. (2009) P.3) 

Visiting tutor and Drama Therapist Rose Thorn, worked our class through some emotive narratives using interpretative movement and music. This was first my introduction to Playback Theatre which relies heavily on the abilities of ‘The Conductor’ to nuture and promote responses from both tellers and actors: ‘enabling the audience to have their say whilst honouring suggestions regardless of your own politics.’ Prentki, T and Preston, S. (2009)  P.3) I saw more evidence of how this process leads to audiences willingly offering their stories when I was at one of Rose’s Drama Group’s events. (The Golden Thread Playback Theatre Company.) The feed back from the audience at this Women’s Day event clearly voiced what a cathartic experience it had been for them. 

Forum Theatre has similarities with Playback Theatre of a performance for an active audience. It focuses on a script and repetition of a scene, offering the audience an option to make changes to the script verbally, or to become the protagonist, temporarily, to demonstrate their own interpretation.  In Playback and Forum Theatres, being The Conductor involves guiding the storytelling process, maintaining the performance’s flow, offering a safe space for sharing and helping the transition between a story and Applied Theatre. 

Despite evidence showing me how these processes work so I struggled to realise how I could find the confidence to be an effective Conductor, steering people in their re-enactment of power struggles. Looking on the positive side, perhaps those very doubts rein in some of my impulsiveness, as I turn my caution into risk assessment and give more consideration to ethics. Each Applied Theatre experience is unique, so to counteract  my hesitancy, I looked more at what can be planned i.e. implied outcomes, discussing participants’expectations, and who best to offer specific invitations that might encourage workable physical and verbal responses.

When Miranda Ballin from Valley Kids’ and its SPARC’s Image Theatre I participated with courage and enthusiasm: ‘the right level for a performance can be found after first having made it too big.’ (Boal, A (2002) P.234) In a different environment it might not be so simple to encourage participants to form images with their bodies, in response to word prompts.  There is more discussion when the images are shown to their audience for interpretation. Miranda states on their website: ‘We use theatre and art to explore different areas of our lives, we both create our own work and collaborate with others to ignite change through the arts in our communities and beyond.’ (Ballin, M (2024)

I started to believe, that with a willing group of participants and a welcoming invitation, there might be no limit to Applied Theatre’s implied outcomes. So I looked at the invaluable contributions of charities like Women’s Aid and, specifically how they provide sanctuaries and safe meeting places for people seeking to rebuild their lives. A major aim is to prevent survivors returning to unsafe environments. Specific statistics on victims returning to abusive relationships are hard to quantify, as many cases go unreported. Latest reports by The Office for National Statistics (ONS) in England and Wales state that approximately 2.3 million people aged 16 and over experienced domestic abuse last year: ‘it is estimated that 22.5% of people experienced abuse by a partner since the age of 16 years.’ 

Research highlights that the risk of serious harm or fatality is highest for women after leaving an abusive relationship. In part, it could be the risk of danger to themselves or loved ones  that can lead victims to return to abusive situations. (Redevelopment of domestic abuse statistics: research update December 2024.)

I felt there was scope to help with the needs of domestic violence survivors and settled on an introductory workshop that looked at essential life values through Image Theatre. (There was an abundance of online information about corporate values, but worryingly very little about more personal ones i.e. was might be necessary to lead a contented life.

As a re-introduction of life skills in a safe, supportive space, at some point in the future, I could use Applied Theatre to help a reduction in feelings of isolation amongst survivors. To help explore internal oppression workshops can offer  personal growth : ‘major theoretical concepts which impact on applied drama – community, citizenship, identity, human rights, creativity, the effects and efficacy of narrative’ (Nicholson, H (2005) p.169)


An Evaluation of The Phoenix Project: Therapeutic drama for survivors of domestic abuse talks about the success of a similar concept to my workshop’s focus of improved wellbeing: ‘On the whole, a clear and important theme that ran through the interviews was that The Phoenix Project improved the mental wellbeing of participants. This underscores the significant influence of the project and the relevance of this evaluation given its focus on contributing to the health and wellbeing of those who took part in the project.’ (Hemuka NJ, Dr Morgan, A (2028)  P.25) An evaluation form gave insightful feedback: ‘In this regard, the one to one support and constant checking on participants’ emotional state during and after each session helped the women change the way they think and feel about themselves. It also made them realise that they are loved and cared for.’ (Hemuka NJ, Dr Morgan, A (2018) P.24) 

I have understood, from early on, that ethics must always feature in  decision making and planning of Applied Theatre workshops. ‘Asking useful questions can help us to reflect on, clarify and structure ideas for all parties involved, and facilitate a clear, ethical proposal and realistic expectations of the work’. (Rifkin, F 2010 p.21) In The Ethics of Participatory Theatre in Higher Education there is a wealth of information to remind me that  I need to find balance in my practice, actions and reactions that maintains the freedom to encourage expressive responses, but without this being detrimental to anyone else’s wellbeing.
  
In Games for actors and non actors (Boal, A 1992) Augusto Boal advocated doing your homework, before going into battle and was proud of getting profound responses to his successful and inspirational work: ‘You mean these people are going to say what they think, say whatever they like, they’re going to practise the actions they think necessary to liberate themselves?’ (Boal, A (2002) P.22)

Applied Storytelling Workshop can encompass fact, fiction  as a learning tool. Accepting what has passed can help to envisage the future. Eleanor Shaw is the Creative Director from the charity and community hub, People Speak Up.  In a workshop  she showed how  storytelling can be a life-changing resource. Whilst we were learning new techniques, we were also looking at self-control and guiding the impact of triggers. Looking through Trauma and Embodied Healing in Dramatherapy, Theatre and Performance I noted that ‘Traumatized individuals may have additional challenges with acting exercises or role playing unless they learn clear and accurate means to access and fully embody emotional states.’ (Jacques, JF 2024 P.11) We discussed regulating responses to an average 5-6 within a 1-10 emotional scale. It may be best to know how far I am prepared to go with my stories, before I ask others to share theirs. When I ask group members to introduce themselves, I can check how they are doing on the 1-10 scale.

I encountered Geese Theatre where masks can be worn, or ‘lifted’ to offer a sort of anonymity.  An alternative narrative for the storyteller can be share at the audience’s request: ‘the mask encourages us to look beyond the automatic assumptions we make’ (Bain/Clarke (2002). P.20) This has been successful with offenders and younger people who are ‘at risk’ of committing a crime. The Geese Theatre Handbook explains the role play: ‘lift the mask… to encounter the hidden thoughts, feelings, attitudes and beliefs of the character.’ Our class discussions flowed easily and I found myself trying to respond as if I were back in school. This theatre is provocative and fluency with repetitions of the script and movements in the scene are essential. From An Evaluation of The Phoenix Project: Therapeutic drama for survivors of domestic abuse: ‘Participants also acknowledged that acting the character Ann helped them to see how others feel as a result of their actions or decisions.’ (Hemuka NJ, Dr Morgan, A (2018) P.24) 

When I planned a session of Geese Theatre I did it at short notice because it seemed relatively simple to do. I was ambiguous with my instructions so the participants were unsure how to respond and I was not clear in what the story was sharing. I found the process very challenging and I appreciate the work and preparation that goes into it. I understand how it pays to be clear in my choice of words and to become a ‘deeper’ listener. It is better to reflect some responses in the words of the speaker, not paraphrasing as I do, unwittingly, in a rapid bid to process the information. It made me wonder if survivors of domestic abuse are likely to be ‘shallow’ listeners. In ‘flight or fight mode’ the focus will be on survival: ‘Styles of listening include intense, focused, half-hearted, dismissive, judgement, open-minded’ (Gersie,A and King, N 1990 P.39) 

In my survivors’ group practical session, I will be offering a selection of life values. Participants will silently re-enact their responses to some with still and moving images. Doing this ‘clay sculpting’ in silence should make it an interesting experience. The idea  is that it encourages some insightful commentary when the images are shown to the other group for discussion.

The plan for my workshop is looking workable, with a suitably optimistic, therapeutic feel to it: ’too much applied theatre has shifted from social intervention to therapy.’ (Prentki, T (2015) P.15) I amended the focus on encouraging collective playfulness to help develop a supportive group identity.(See Appendix 1 Applied Theatre Workshop Plan.) Prentki’s Applied Theatre Development also introduced me to the ideology of The Theatre for Development (TfD): ‘Unless we believe that human social structures and relations that support them are capable of being changed there is no point in embarking on a TfD process.’ (Prentki, T (2015) P.16.) My creative nature and natural curiousity embraces this possibilitiy of change. 

The ‘From survivors to thrivers’ Applied Theatre Workshop

My Image Theatre workshop was designed to encourage interaction between survivors of domestic abuse. By playing a shadowing game as a warm up and creating images together for discussion, it could encourage communication, working in small groups. Due to absences this session had only two participants. Last-minute adjustments were considered, discussed and agreed with the Course Tutor at the start of the assessment. ‘Being clear about what you seek to achieve but having alternative strategies and courses of action: knowing what is fixed and what is flexible.’ (Rifkin, F 2010 p.24)

I welcomed my participants, introduced myself, and explained the purpose of the session was for them to get to know each other. I made them aware of fire exits and alarms, potential hazards, confidentiality, and possible safeguarding issues. (See Appendix 2 Risk Assessment.) I asked them to ensure that none of the activities caused them any discomfort and that they would adjust to keep themselves safe. I checked how they were doing on the 1-10 scale and it was a really encouraging start.

These participants also knew each other well, so they were not being brought together for the first time. I might have expected more reluctance from group members, unfamiliar with each other, to share their thoughts and reactions.  Before the warm up game began, I demonstrated shadowing movements with one group member. The participants played the game with energy and focus. It was a good choice  as it was easy to explain and their enthusiasm confirmed that how it was fun for them to do.

As I explained earlier, rapid modifications were necessary to my plan (Appendix 1) because of the low numbers. I explained some intentions rather than repeating activities. When each group was invited to created an image or image(s), the other group would have discussed them in terms of objectively and subjectivity. I would have encouraged discussions based on their observations. There is a workshop reflection at the end of Appendix 1.

The Conclusion 

This has been an exciting Module that has inspired fresh ideas for my  Applied Theatre practice. Through exploration with a wide range of practitioners and the consistent invitation to experiment I am learning how to work with Applied Theatre. ‘At its centre is reflection and reflexivity: a new practitioner who reflects, questions, learns from mistakes and successes and moves on is developing competence.’ (Rifkin, F 2010 P.18) This journal has shared my  experiences and I look forward to practicing more with my new  resources.




Appendix 1		Applied Theatre Workshop Plan		29.04.2025
Facilitator: Mandi Dunlop Ferraro 0650646

Workshop Title: From Survivors to Thrivers
Aims and Object:
A safe space for group members to get to know each other and for us to explore Image Theatre together
Exploring personal values through playful activities
	
Intended Outcomes, by the end of this session participants may:
feel more relaxed about being in each other’s company
be able to voice their choices and explain why they made them, a little more confidently 

	Heading
	Exercises, Key points, Questions
	Resources
	Time

	Introduction
	[bookmark: _Hlk196240178][bookmark: _Hlk196241153]Welcome and sit them down and introduce me. Invite the group to join in the activities.
Show fire exits and potential trip hazards. 
Ask them to check they have permission before making any physical contact with anyone else.
Make them aware as a safe space what is revealed here should stay here, as private information.
Assure them that no one will be hurting anyone physically, or emotionally.
If anyone has safeguarding issues I can direct them towards professional help. Suggest they have a quiet word with me afterwards. 
	
	5 mins

	Warm Up Activities
	Ask them to say their name and indicate 1-10 how they are doing today

Pair up and mirror each other’s movements in silence. Take turns and go gently on each other to start off. Repeat and then return to the circle. Ask them to reflect on how that made feel.
	
	5 mins

	Development Activities

Personal values and visual self-expression











	


Move them onto the next activity.
We stay seated while I play some music and hand the lyrics.

Laminated word cards will be spread on the floor in the circle.

We will discuss the lyrics and look at the cards on the floor to decide which are most important to them.
They can choose two to keep and will be invited them to talk about the choices.
 
I will give them time to respond.

The participants will be invited to form pairs and take just 2 cards with them. 

This activity is a silent one.

I will hand them a less positive card to begin and invite them to individually show a physical response, as if they were moulding themselves as a blob of clay.

One still image at a time and they can show their responses to the other group.

Those who are watching the image will be invited to say what they see (objective) and then what they think they can see (subjective.)

Time will be allowed for them to and practice in silence. Swap the group and repeat with a more positive card.

After the third rotation, the groups
Will asked to show a movement between two different values (Augustus Boal’s ‘dynamisation’.) One value will be positive and one not so positive.

When the verbal responses come to an end, ask if anyone has anything to add before returning the groups  to a seated circle.
	


Boal, A - Games for Actors and Non-Actors



Miranda from Sparcs/Valley Kids

Eleanor Shaw from People Speak Up


The Applied Theatre Reader by Tim Prentki and Sheila Preston
	



10 mins





35












	Cool Down
	Ask them, in turn, to check in with 1-10 and see if there is anything else they would like to share with the group.

Thank them.
	
	5 mins

	Workshop Reflection
I welcomed the small group of 2, introduced myself and outlined that the purpose of the session was to get them to know each other better. I spoke briefly about fire exits and alarms, potential hazards, confidentiality and possible safeguarding issues. 

Based on previous tutor and peer review suggestions, after other workshops, I consciously tried to give enough time for responses and made every effort not to paraphrase instead of repeating back in their own words. I offered random reflections to generate further discussion and generally promoting their active and positive involvement in all the suggested activities. 

In adapting my facilitation techniques to better engage with my small group, the adjustments to the plans were demanding. I opted away from the planned repetition of some activities and, as agreed with my Course Tutor beforehand, I explained some my intended actions instead. My two participants completed the physical activities with enthusiasm and worked well together, as a team.

For future workshops I will continue to allow plenty of time for responses. I will continue to slow down my own speech. I will also continue to make my participants very welcome so they join in with the activities and, together, we can make the most of the opportunities. 



Appendix 2

Workshop Risk Assessment
Mandi Dunlop Ferraro (0650646)

1st Assignment Practical Session 14.1.25
Room 101 UWTSD Carmarthen Campus
29.04.2025

What is the hazard?
Who is at risk from the hazard?
What are you already doing to reduce the risk?
Do you need to do anything else to manage the risk?
Actions by whom?

Actions for all scenarios will be done, as necessary, as soon as possible.
We are all adults the Introduction will request that trip hazards should be  avoided and brought to the facilitator’s (or the tutor’s) attention, so it can cleared as soon as possible.
Warning given with Introduction for participants to be responsible with their own welfare
Water bottles are kept to the side of the room. 
No spillages are left unattended, without signage. Wet floor sign, if needed (available in W/C)
Ensure furniture is put away safely.
Awareness of doors, fire exits and meeting assembly point given with introduction
Notice given if the lighting is being adapted and having a strategy in place for emergencies, like keeping a mobile phone to hand.
Awareness of ethics e.g. consider what purpose the conversation is serving.
Possible hazards in room noted:
Stocking foot slip hazard
Chairs, tables and room dividers tripping hazard
Fire safety
Triggers for seizures, or emotional responses
Physical damage to participants
Electrical cables
Ethics considerations
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