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[bookmark: _Toc125743648]Introduction
This portfolio provides a summary and evaluation of my participatory drama workshop project. I outline the theoretical concepts that inspired its development and reflect on the process from initial conception through to delivery.
[bookmark: _Toc125743649]Participatory Performance: theories and concepts
[bookmark: _Hlk125491457]Participatory performance is an arts-based concept centred on a fully immersive audience experience. More specifically, it brings the audience into the creative process, involving them in the shaping and execution of the piece (Coghlan and Brydon-Miller, 2014). The active participation and involvement of the audience is considered important as it encourages reflection, understanding and empowerment (Coghlan and Brydon-Miller, 2014).
In the context of applied drama, participatory theatre-making requires an element of inventiveness, risk-taking and awareness of the environment by the participants, which can be initiated through a range of traditional drama techniques (O’Connor and Anderson, 2015). ‘Cop in the Head’, developed by Augusto Boal (1990) is a prime example of participatory theatre in which the audience is given a platform to externalise (and take risks with) their inner thoughts and feelings, and directly influence the events that are unfolding. This and other forms of participatory drama can be adopted in many non-conventional theatre spaces and helps bring individuals together through a collaborative process; encourages open discussion; and allows individuals to challenge ideas through creative dialogue (Coghlan and Brydon-Miller, 2014; O’Connor and Anderson, 2015).
Participatory performance is often viewed as a form of democratic theatre (O’Connor and Anderson, 2015). Practitioners such as Boal view participatory theatre as a means to liberate the oppressed and are concerned with the notion of agency and offering individuals a right to participate as well as showing them how their inputs can become outputs in the overall experience (Non Zero One, 2016) i.e., becoming the subject rather than the object of the activity (Boal, 1990). 
A synergy forms between actor and audience (or facilitator and participant), when theatre is co-created (Sextou, 2023); however, fundamental to its success is the participants willingness to engage in the activities and open themselves up for self-reflection (O’Connor and Anderson, 2015). In this respect, participatory performance largely focuses on active engagement, however, it is important to understand that there are different categorical types of participation. Pretty et al (1994, citied in Preston and Prentki, 2009) specifically identify seven typologies of participation, which illustrate the range of participant roles that may be adopted by individuals involved in collective projects:
[image: Typology of CBNRM participation.]
Types of Participation (citied in Keys, 2010, researchgate.net)
By acknowledging the different types of participation attributed to individuals, facilitators can consider alternative methods of eliciting involvement and identify possible motivating incentives to help participants unlock their imagination, while offering a safe and understanding environment for them to do so (Sextou, 2023). However, Christie (2022) argues that in the interests of ethics, participatory performance should always be voluntary; autonomous; involve active listening and be centred on mutually negotiated rules. These aspects are particularly important when considering work involving children and vulnerable people in which notions of responsibility of care; consent and exploitation need to be carefully navigated.
Those leading participatory performance activities may need to use a variety of tools to help encourage interaction (Non Zero One, 2016). Putting participatory performance into practice requires flexibility and adaptability, although careful planning is also important in the initial stages. Coghlan and Brydon-Miller (2014) state that facilitators must accept that initial ideas may require re-planning, following feedback in rehearsals or during workshop activities. In this regard, participatory performance is seen as an evidence-based practice; and is often compared to participatory action research (PAR) in which the researcher carefully documents the process using participants’ feedback to adapt their processes and activities as appropriate (O’Connor and Anderson, 2015).
In summary, participatory performance can be seen as a tool for creative collaboration between a community of people, undertaken in a safe and controlled environment using imagination and dialogue. It also involves trust, respect, and vulnerability - the risks of which must be managed carefully by those responsible for leading the activities.

[bookmark: _Toc125743650]Application of theory to practice

Context
For our participatory performance project, my peer, Aimee and I were assigned to a local secondary school in Carmarthen. For this project we facilitated a total of five workshop sessions with three different year 7 groups of between 25-28 students. For the purpose of this assignment, I will refer to these groups as Group A, Group B and Group C.

We met with Group A twice in week 1; in week 2 we met with Group B once and Group C once. Our final workshop concluded with Group A.
Creating the workshop plan
Prior to creating our workshop plan, we did some research into the school (QE High School), looking at their website to better understand its ethos; the expectations for their students and to identify what student support systems they had. Furthermore, we wanted to know what our potential participants might be learning in their curriculum, so we also looked at government websites to gather this information.

Key to our planning was acknowledging that individuals might illustrate different levels of engagement. We had been told by our contact at the school that the students in Group A may have behavioural issues. While it was important to take this into consideration and keeping in mind the typologies of participation, we wanted to respect and appreciate the participants’ voices and contributions as much as we could without any preconceived ideas effecting our planning.
In the development of our plans, we drew inspiration from Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed, particularly “Cop in the head”. The aim of our project was not to deliver an actual performance, however, we were keen to ensure that the students had a platform to take risks and express themselves. In this regard our main principle was to try to encourage them to share their views and acknowledge the value of their contributions; but also offer opportunities to reflect on their actions and the potential consequences. Our broader objective was to show them that the school system was there to help them and not go against them. 
During the planning stages and to help us to conceptualise our aims, we also briefly looked at ecotherapy, a form of therapy relating to outdoor activities, which was the focus of a project by the previous Applied Drama cohort. From our review of this work, we decided to recontextualise the question “Would you rather be listened to or heard?” which the previous cohort had used, but now given new meaning through the lens of a secondary education setting.
Delivering the workshops
To introduce our principal question to Group A, we decided to use a continuum as our first activity, which involved asking the participants a series of questions with two options. Participants had to stand either next to me or my co-facilitator, each of us representing the choices, or remain in the middle if both options were viewed equal. The activity ended with our focal question, “Would you rather be listened to or heard?”. This was followed by a tableau activity to further explore what it meant to them to be listened to or be heard, where the participants created “freezeframes” to represent what they felt each circumstance looked like to them. The continuum activity was repeated again in all workshops, as it was easy to explain and provided a safe way to ask challenging questions, and also gave us valuable data about the pupils’ perception of the school.

Map on the floor, was another activity introduced in workshop one, which stemmed from the Geese’s theatre handbook, known for ethically approved applied drama methods. In this activity participants had to visualise a map of the school using the space around them and signs representing areas like “hallway”; “sports hall” or “classrooms”. This aimed to get the participants to identify where in school they felt the most “listened to”. 
The first workshop was very useful, not only because I had an opportunity to learn more about the participants, but it was also an introduction to the workshop space. I could now visualise the room and plan our next sessions knowing how to use it more effectively. We also, opportunistically, caught onto one of the school’s ethos’s, which we noticed on a poster on the wall that highlighted the “three A’s”: Achievement, Attitude, Attendance. From this we were able to link the message and broader objectives of the workshop with a school system the pupils were already familiar. Adapting our plan, we incorporated the use of the “three A’s” poster into our second and later workshops. 
In workshop two we also explored the pupils’ understanding of being listened to/listening to others – which doubled as an opportunity to try and reinforce a verbal contract, set out at the start of the session, to try and minimise the disruptiveness of the class – as, in our dual role as students and facilitators, we lacked a suitable way to control the group during workshop one, so we hoped this could be a useful “tool.”  
Workshops three and four were with different groups, Group B and Group C, respectively. Our plans for these sessions were based on data from the first workshop with Group A, where we learned that pupils viewed some of the “three A’s” more importantly than others, and wanted to expand on that, by finding ways to highlight their shared importance. 
Working flexibly with ideas from earlier sessions, we introduced some different techniques. For example, with Group B, we created ‘sandwich’ metaphors for the school’s “three A’s” ethos, which I felt worked well with the pupils. In this session we also adopted a pantomime-style scripted dialogue, which gained much enthusiasm. For the first time, we also gave this group the opportunity to write their responses to activities. We felt that this was a more helpful, alternative way of collecting data for the aims of the project (rather than only gathering verbal responses) and opted to collect responses in this way for the remaining workshops. 
For our final workshop, we returned to working with Group A. When planning this session, we took advantage of their familiarity with certain activities (i.e., continuum) and the themes developed in earlier workshops to help drive the content.
[bookmark: _Hlk125739871]The main focus for the final session was to reflect the pupils’ voices and encourage them to take the lead. Therefore, we undertook a ‘Forum Theatre’ activity, which required them to change a situation. We also engaged them in an ‘Ideal pupil’ activity, a form of masked character work, which gave the pupils the freedom to ask their own questions and explore a deeper understanding of their own behaviour in school through hot seating. In this activity, Aimee and I played the role of the “ideal pupil” and embodied the responses we had collected in the other workshops, which was another way to show pupils that their inputs were being used to affect the outputs of the experience.
[bookmark: _Toc125480838][bookmark: _Toc125743651]Ethical and Safety Considerations
During the process of workshop planning, it was important to always take into consideration the ethics behind our activities and the potential issues we may face, particularly working with children. Before delivering every workshop session we always practiced with our lecturer on campus; memorised our plan; and considered how we phrased or explained an activity. We also considered the questions we might be asking, especially for activities like “Continuum”. In this regard, it was vital to ensure no question would put any of the pupils at risk of exposing themselves emotionally. Even taking these precautions, we acknowledged that the pupils themselves may (inadvertently) place themselves in a vulnerable situation and we had to be prepared to deal with that. Which is why we used pseudo reality-based activities such as ‘ideal pupil’, that keep them one step removed from the scenario.
Throughout our planning and whilst active in the room, we tried to make best use of the space and prevent pupils from using the stage equipment in the drama room provided to us by the school.  With the exception of one modelling activity that encouraged the use of boxes, we tried to prevent the use of any equipment (to avoid accidents) and mimed instead of using props. We found that we had to constantly reinforce rules during the workshops, particularly in workshop four, where there was a complete disregard by pupils, who sat on boxes and chose not to engage with the activities. We also experienced one mishap when a student dropped an object – which could have resulted in injury. Thankfully, we did not have any major issues with physical safety. However, the ethics of keeping the participants safe in the space is heavily dependent on the enthusiasm and authority of the facilitators. 
[bookmark: _Toc125480839][bookmark: _Toc125743652]Reflective evaluation 
Workshop one was the first real practical experience I had as a facilitator in a space outside of the university campus. This first session highlighted that I needed to learn how to maintain my energy throughout the session; be louder and have more control over the room. 
Although, over the course of the workshops I gained more confidence as a facilitator and practiced my projection so that my voice was louder and commanded more authority, in some sessions (notably, workshop four) I struggled to maintain the same energy and quality of delivery as in other workshops, which impacted on how well the pupils engaged with the activities. I do believe a contributory factor was having to work with different groups across the five workshops, and trying to adapt to suit the different audiences, which was sometimes difficult.
However, I strongly feel the biggest obstacle to my progression was controlling the room. I often found myself relying heavily on the language the teacher used to settle the class, such as: “everyone, let’s listen” and struggled to find other tools to gain control. Moreover, my “thumbs up and thumbs down” tool, which had been quite successful to manage behaviour in workshop two, did not always work in later sessions. Eventually, my co-facilitator and I found a method to keep the pupils focused -through panto-style dialogue - which seemed to bring the energy and enthusiasm levels up and instilled some compliance.
I also found that I became more confident and more in control when armed with thoroughly prepared workshop plans and scripts for the sessions. Even if the script was not followed exactly, it helped me feel more prepared to run the activities. 
On this journey I also learnt how to co-facilitate. At first, my peer and I communicated very little with each other during the workshops and we sometimes failed to split our attention around the room fairly. For example, in workshop one, both of us gathered round the same groups of students, failing to be aware of others who were left unattended. In hindsight, I could have resolved this by being more observant of the space around me – although this did come in later sessions. 
Another example of a lack of communication coupled with time constraints occurred in workshop four when we had to cut a planned “forum theatre” activity. Although this was a flexible decision made by my co-facilitator, on reflection I could have expressed to them that I felt the activity should have remained on the agenda, as it was an opportunity to get the pupils to be more thought provoking, which, given my naturally inquisitive mind, held great importance for me in this project.
Despite some of the challenges faced, I did grow more confident and comfortable within my role as a facilitator and enjoyed the collaboration with my co-facilitator. The overall experience proved that by playing to our strengths (such as the panto dialogue), being adaptable and having a keen awareness of space and pupils, we could provide a really engaging and meaningful workshop as facilitators. 
Coupled with leading the activities as a facilitator, throughout this project we were strongly encouraged to also be inquisitive students - to push questions further and explore activities more thoroughly with the pupils During the final workshop, I felt I was beginning to touch the surface of becoming an inquisitive student and asking more challenging questions in activities like “forum theatre” and “ideal pupil/hot seating”, however, this was only possible once I had grown comfortable in my role, and therefore it took me a while to feel able to push those boundaries. 
If I were to do the process again, I would try to indulge my curious mind, to see what results may arise in my pursuit of becoming a better participatory performance facilitator.
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