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The Future
Before planning this workshop, I considered my journey from a school kid to an Applied Drama practitioner. I found myself thinking all the way back to my early years of studying at a specialist senior school where I discovered an untapped passion for theatre and drama, this led me to college, which then led me to discovering Applied Drama after probing the internet for University courses. Which led me to my current course of study and then to this moment in time. To summarise, I went from playing drama games to developing my own drama workshops in the space of 6 years. Those few last years of school were so vital for me, as they are for every child and I was extremely lucky to have the guidance and support I did. I wanted to dedicate this project to the people who helped me and to pass on that support by working with people who may be in similar circumstances or with similar needs to me all those years ago. This assignment gave me the chance to do exactly that.
I began by contacting the school I studied at, Nugent House, to ask if they were interested in giving me the opportunity to run a series of workshops with and designed for their pupils. Whilst waiting for a response, I perused their website to get a more in depth understanding of their aims and how they run their curriculum. I used this as my first source to consider actions I can take to develop a workshop that would benefit the pupils and connect with the school’s ethical mission statement “To support and develop young people to lead independent and successful lives and become responsible and active citizens in line with our IACCORD Values” – Mission Statement (Nugent House School, 2021). Independent and Successful being key words here, I began considering ways I could use drama to promote this.
Whilst reflecting on the School’s IACCORD Values of “Integrity, Ambition, Courage, Compassion, Optimism, Respect & Dignity” – Our Values (Nugent House School, 2021), and considering my own experiences of the last years studying in a unique school, I remembered how scary ‘the future’ was. Though I cannot speak for mainstream students, for my class of 3, we were terrified of integrating with society, in a college classroom of 15-20, of mixed genders and backgrounds and throughout all of it, rapidly find a steady path for us to follow. ‘The future’ can be terrifying! This was the start of a plan to promote all the school’s values and help prepare pupils for the future. I would particularly encourage Ambition, Courage, Optimism & Dignity, whilst I also ensure Compassion, Respect is important throughout, I then hope and believe that encouraging all of these will promote more Integrity in the pupils and the pupils’ goals.
I began devising a workshop that would help young people, with Emotional, Behavioural and/or Social difficulties, particularly those who may be estranged from regular society, prepare those first steps into the future. As the school I contacted had yet to respond, I searched for professional advice on working with young people and had a meeting with a lecturer from the Initial Teacher Education courses at UWTSD, Iwan, who said “you can never label young people at that age,” – (Ellis-Williams, 2021), in response to my idea of helping young people identify the career they would like to pursue. I agreed with him; I had no clue what I wanted to do at that age. I believe it’s another example of a scary decision that children are pressured to make because in a few months’ time, they’re almost on their own. As an adult, I can recognise that it is not that detrimental and that finding a path for you can take time and can always change. For a 16-year-old, particularly with additional needs, it can be such a hard decision as part of that terrifying future I refer to.
I refer to ‘The Future’ throughout this and though vague, it perfectly describes the thought process I aim to encourage my participants to go through. I decided to use career prospects as the theme of my workshop so that we can develop ways and tips of reaching those future milestones. The skills I aim for my participants to develop in this workshop will be transferable. Allowing them to consider ways they can improve when taking a job interview, will also benefit them if they choose to follow a more artistic field and must have meetings regarding commissions or if they choose to go to FE and then HE, those transferrable skills will be relevant. I chose to use the idea of a “dream job” so that all participants could attempt to roleplay the experience of getting whatever their dream job may be. However, I do not want this to be a limitation to their ambition, and so it is the titled ‘The Future. As, particularly, at that age, the future is infinite, and they CAN do anything and that would be the most important message I would like them to take. 
During my meeting with Iwan, we discussed the step between school and ‘the future,’ he mentioned that “you can never control the positivity of a young person,” and regarding young people who are leaving schools for additional needs, he stated that “that just stays on people like a scar” - (Ellis-Williams, 2021). And again, I could relate to his words. Those labels, though important, can become such an irritating thing, especially whilst you are trying to consider the future. After recognising this, I chose not to focus on the additional needs and to promote more aspiration, focusing more on a positive than a perceived negative. Although it is important for me to be aware of and consider their additional needs, I want the young people who attend my workshop to recognise that they can achieve greatness and experience the job that they would love to do, regardless of any perceived disadvantages. 
As my workshop is aimed and developed for 14–16-year-olds who study at schools with support for additional needs and the people I had contacted had not responded, I discovered an organisation called SENAD. They have a portfolio of 6 “specialist schools and colleges throughout England and Wales.” – Special Needs Schools (SENAD, 2021). I used their portfolio to read through the different difficulties that their pupils may suffer with, such as Autism, ADHD, Communication Difficulties, Asperger’s Syndrome, Prader Willi Syndrome & some defined as “challenging behaviour”. I researched symptoms of these difficulties and considered ways I can adapt my work to be inclusive, by making myself more aware and familiar with how these disorders can affect people’s behaviour.
I also spoke to a graduate Applied Drama student, Ffion, who has done work that focuses on ADHD, as well as being diagnosed herself. We spoke informally and it was quite soothing to hear her advice. All the tips she gave me regarding ADHD participants brought my thinking back to myself and how I deal with everyday life. She believed that “self-confidence could be a good thing to work on” and said that “roleplaying situations gives the participants a chance to rehearse what to maybe in interviews and how they would handle situations” and how this would “minimise anxiety.”
I considered adapting my workshop to specifically focus on people with ADHD, as I could possibly bring more experience to this. However, after running through practices with fellow peers, I realised the potential for a more universal project. The activities I was devising, seemed like they would/could be beneficial to many people, both neurodivergent and neurotypical, adults and children. I chose not to change this specific workshop, but I am interested in further developing this for a wider audience.
Remembering that these labels can sometimes “stick to people like a scar”, I again, considered my own experiences from that age and how the people that helped me most were the one is who treated me with respect and dignity. The people who encouraged me to achieve were simultaneously the people who did not focus on from my disadvantages. My participants will all already have support in regards to their needs, with funding of at least £52,000 annually as Nugent House School according to an OFSTED 2020 report  -  Nugent House School (OFSTED, 2020), the worry for me is what comes next, when the funding is no longer available and sadly for many of these pupils, they have to be independent and go to meetings alone and integrate with more people, confidence will be challenged, so bringing it back to my workshop, I want to help encourage their confidence and treat them the same way I would treat most people. Yet I would still maintain more patience and understanding if and when things don’t go perfectly to plan.
My hour-long workshop developed from a 30-minute drafted plan that included some games to get participants to consider jobs they would like, then consider ways to get that job and roleplaying an interview After practicing with fellow students, I further developed it into 45 minutes using any feedback. During my practice of a 45-minute workshop with peers, I attempted an interview style roleplay where the participants discussed interview tips, following a video guide to interviews and attempted to implement them in a roleplay. However, I felt like this was a bit too much for one session and would work better in a later workshop. The reason I felt this was because a participant explained that it “was a lot to think about” whilst giving feedback as I also asked them to keep in mind their own skills and how the are beneficial. That was the primary thing I wished for them to focus on in this exercise so I opted to make my workshop less about the job interview and more so about recognising their own qualities and ways that they can be relevant and important when they are looking to work. 
After hours of changing my plan, considering ideas and talking to people with ADHD and Autism, so that I can ensure that my workshop is accessible and ethical for them, I managed to curate an hour-long plan that I was happy with. I gradually increase from some simple miming exercises regarding ideas of things that my participants would like to do in the future, to identifying their best qualities and considering what qualities would be important if they were to put themselves into an employer’s shoes, to a short roleplay exercise that allows them to briefly experience a job interview. This exercise was possibly my most difficult one…
I went back and forth choosing how long the exercise should be. With my workshop only being an hour long, assuming that my participants had not previously done much drama or roleplay, I didn’t want to put them in an uncomfortable decision. Therefore, I chose to begin my workshop with miming games and some sharing, so that my participants can become a little bit more comfortable playing a role. After practicing with different times, I chose to allow 4 minutes for each interview, leaving an additional minute for feedback before they switch roles.
This is where things become difficult and something for me to continue to work on. I would join in and out of people’s breakout rooms to ensure things were keeping on track. As well as this, I used a chat box to update them on instructions and when to switch. However, in almost all run throughs, timing was very easily lost here. With some very good dialogue going on and some participants really taking the interviews seriously, after I typed switch, some participants did not notice and would carry on, I almost felt rude to just interrupt them. I wanted to ensure it was fair and all participants had equal time, so I had to interrupt when things were flowing. Maybe I could have allocated more time to this exercise. Maybe I underestimated my participants ability to play a role. The disappointing part of this is that my workshop was simulated with other Applied Drama students, so I was unable to analyse the circumstances properly.
Though this could not be helped due to the circumstances, it affected the work I produced. I would hope in future work, to plan my workshop whilst liaising with my participant group and run it with them specifically. I, however, was very thankful and fortunate that my peers attended, particularly one who also has autism. This allowed me to gain a little bit of real experience working with this demographic, though they are an adult. 
One of the signs of autism is “take longer to understand information” – NHS (2019) so I had been focusing a lot on making my instructions concise, precise and understandable. Only after running it with an autistic participant was I able to recognise where some instructions where unclear. I also recognised moments where I panicked as things went a little off track. Having participants with Autism, means attention can easily be lost, I need to work on my ability to bring focus back to the current topic, both respectfully, without ignoring the participant, but more quickly to keep others engaged in the session.
Time management was always key for the pace of my workshop. During each practice I had a stopwatch at my side. I set expected time limits for each exercise, but this was never strict. I simply used the guide to keep on track and aware of where we are at. There was a moment during one run through that I got through the first 20 minutes of activities in 10 minutes. But we then spent about 20 minutes on the last 10 minutes of activities. From this, I readjusted the projected times that I set and tried to be more aware of timing during my last warm up.
Working on Zoom was yet another challenge. A lecturer of mine had said about how they miss being able to “read the room” shortly after the pandemic. I understood what she meant but could never fully relate in terms of running a workshop until I ran this. I felt like I could not communicate as well, flicking between mute and unmute, using thumbs to acknowledge “yes” and the lag in sound, all affected the energy in the room. It felt less comfortable! I found it difficult to focus on my participants. They were all in little boxes, whilst I also had the Zoom chat to my side, a mentimeter open and my workshop plan, all on a tiny screen. I appreciate the current circumstances and that as a facilitator, adaptability is important, but I can honestly say that I would avoid online workshops in the future, if possible. However, I would never rule them out as it is a fantastic opportunity to work with people, I otherwise may have been unable to.
Due to some personal reasons, I was not in the best frame of mind on the day of my workshop and had very little sleep. I noticed very much, how this impacted my performance and I began to consider how important my own mental health is, when I am doing this work. If I am not in the right frame of mind, then it must be impossible to give my participants to get the best experience that I can offer. When I am running workshops with people, whether they be children or not, I must ensure that I am in the right frame of mind to run it without distractions. This includes, ensuring I am not tired or disturbed by negativity. As I want/must be able to offer all my energy into the work I do.
I never expected it to develop this much from a small passion I carried with me from school. After finally running it, I am pleased with the workshop. I received positive feedback from my participants and have identified ways I can adapt and improve my methods. I ended my workshop with a simple game, where participants turn their cameras on if they agree with a statement. I used this to ask questions regarding their experience of the workshop and was pleased when ALL participants agreed that “I took something valuable from today’s workshop.”
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