
Practice-Based Portfolio
Introduction 
Title of Project: A performance exploration into the mental health of 1st year University students during the COVID-19 19 pandemic in South Wales.   
The significance of the area under research  
It is a current issue that is affecting many young people in the UK today. This research is important to me, because I am being affected by the issue. I have witnessed events that have gone on in my own accommodation that have caused people to view these students as loud and rambunctious. These students are having a more stressful first year experience than I did, and the pandemic has forced responsibilities on them at a quicker rate. I am interested in seeing the mental health effects that the pandemic has had on students. There is evidence that the pandemic has affected the world's population in lots of different ways, but this study focuses on the uniqueness of the student experience. 	Comment by Ali Franks: Is this true? Sounds like conjecture.
Background/context to the project (why it was undertaken) 
I am interested in this area of study, because I am a current student being affected by these topics. I am empathetic to the student body, especially 1st year students who have not had the stereotypical fresher's experience. I want them to have a safe place to voice their frustrations, whilst also looking deeper into how their experiences mirror the countries' reactions to the pandemic. I understand that there might be some positive experiences during this pandemic. It is important to me that the piece documents all experiences, no matter if they are positive or negative. I also aim to show the public that young people have their own feelings about what is happening to them. I hope to make a show that can be relatable to the participants.  	Comment by Ali Franks: Needs evidence	Comment by Ali Franks: This needs a more academic tone, it feels very conversational and subjective at the moment.

The aims, objectives and scope of the project 
My aim for this performance is to create a piece of theater that shares the experiences of 1st year university students during the COVID-19 19 pandemic.
My objectives for this performance are to use Testimony theater techniques to interview students and to share their experiences in a live performance.
The scope for this practice-based portfolio is a Testimony theater piece, exploring the experiences of 1st year university students during the Covid-19 pandemic, focusing on universities in South Wales.

The following is a basic plan of the proposed project:
	January  
	February  
	March 
	April 
	May  

	Reading/Initial 
research.
	Further research to finalize literature review. 
Interviewing students to gather information for performance piece. 
	More interviewing.  Use data gathered to develop the idea further.
	Further development of performance piece and final write up. 
	Final Performance. Write up critical reflection.



  These are the areas that I will be looking at when doing my literature review  [image: ]
Literature Review 
This literature review discusses literature in areas relevant to this study. The main area of research is on mental health in university students. Many of the current conversations about Covid are focusing on the physical symptoms of the virus, whereas I am interested in the mental health aspect. This is because I have been affected by mental ill health more than the physical, and I have witnessed students’ mental health being negatively impacted by Covid. The literature review cover news reports that focus on the impact of lockdown on the student population. 

The first piece of literature is an article titled Assessing the Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Student Wellbeing at Universities in the United Kingdom (2020). This is a conceptual analysis focusing on the wellbeing of students in the UK during the Covid-19 pandemic. It was written by researchers in Manchester Metropolitan University and has been edited and peer reviewed by other universities.
The main focus of this piece is student wellbeing during the pandemic.  It illustrates that there are many ways students are negatively impacted by the pandemic, and that the assumption that being educated online is easy for students is not true.  The article reported that many students have issues with this approach to learning.  Only 10% of students surveyed agreed that lack of face-to-face contact reduced anxiety. This shows most students want face-to-face contact with their tutors. Furthermore, assessments often invoke anxiety, and this is magnified with uncertainty of completing assignments in a completely different way. 
According to the article, education and relationships are the main sources of meaning for students. If they feel their coursework is not meaningful, this can have a detrimental impact on their wellbeing. This is shown by the lack of physical contact with academic staff and their peers.  Students are facing prolonged time without peers, friends and companions. The inability to work collaboratively with other students is not only affecting their university work but is affecting them emotionally, leading them to feel isolated and lonely. 	Comment by Ali Franks: This is interesting – how might this impact on your curation of the content for your performance, or will it not impact?
There is also an increase in pressure to meet deadlines without the typical access to support that they would normally have. They are unable to go to the library and use their practical spaces and see their tutors in person. This makes the work exceptionally hard to create. This also affects the student's ability to access vital support networks that include counselling. There are many reasons that students cannot receive this counselling outside of university that include monetary restrictions or inability to access online spaces. This could put students off getting help, and thus putting them at higher risk of isolation and mental ill health.
The way that students were quickly forced to move back in with their parents has negatively impacted the mental health of some students. As well as seeing a drastic shift in their environment, they have also lost their independence in a lot of cases. 
Overall, the article highlights many of the issues that students are facing as well as pointing out the benefits of online communication. This shows that the article is trying to be balanced. The purpose of the article was to communicate the results of their research. 
This article is going to help me shape the interview process. It is going to inform me of the questions that I ask and what answers I choose to put into the performance. This is an article that is backed up by research and that has been peer reviewed. If I base my interview questions on the research done in the article, I can avoid my own biases.
The next piece of literature is a series of BBC interviews (Johnson and Kendall, 2020). The interviews were to gain insight from two students about their mental health and was conducted by two journalists from a respected news source.
The first section of the interview provides statistics on the mental health of students. The statistics were researched by the NUS and conclude that there has been a significant increase in the number of students having mental health issues. It also says that there were many students that have started suffering from stress, loneliness, anxiety, and depression. Of these students, only a fifth of these students were getting mental health support from their universities. 
Within the interviews, there was a common theme of anxiety, depression, and isolation. These were felt by both students who were interviewed. They talked about how isolation has made them feel anxious and depressed. They also spoke about how they struggle to get their work done whilst feeling the way they do. Another thing that got brought up was that accommodation security was scaring them. 
There is also a call for more mental health support from universities. One interviewee talked about how he wished that universities had reached out to students instead of just emailing him. The NUS also said that they wanted universities to put more money into the student counselling and wellbeing services, as well as individual student unions for the support they offer.
The BBC is a well-respected news source. Even though this is true, I do have to be aware of any biases that might come from the interviewer. I also must be aware of my own biases as well when it comes to my own interview. I agree with all the opinions expressed in the interview so I must be aware of when producing questions and conducting interviews, so that these views are not pushed onto the participants. 
This literature review has provided some context and background the topic of my performance piece.  Although the content of the piece will be complied from selected interviews (see method section below), the research will have some impact on the curation of the piece.  
Method  
The following describes the method that will be used for practice research and justifies this approach as an appropriate method of research for this topic.  The approach to the practical piece will be verbatim theatre. The data collection method will be questionnaires and interviews.
Practical research method: Verbatim Theatre 
Verbatim theatre is a form of documentary theatre, using transcribed interviews to explore topics through the testimonies of the people it affected. This is different to documentary theatre, which uses information from other sources such as newspapers. News articles and diaries.
One of the biggest areas that I am interested in when it comes to applied theatre is the way that it can give people a voice they would not usually have. I believe that the Covid-19 pandemic has shown the need to share voices from people who have been side-lined by the discussions surrounding their experience during the pandemic. 
 I have always been interested in using theatre to bring up social issues. When researching different theatre types, I came across the testimony theatre style. The quote below from Rony Robinson in an article by Derek Paget encapsulates how I feel about the theatre type perfectly:
“You get this grim sense of people fighting against the dark to remember the past. And that seems to be one of the functions of what the actual play is doing, to deliver it back with a bit of light on it to the people who have experienced it.... That seems a very democratic and decent thing to do” (Robinson cited in Paget, 2009).
Considering my aims for the project, this type of theatre making seems appropriate for the work I want to do. It is based on a very dark period in the country's modern history. To have a piece that brings to light thought processes from the people that it is effecting is the end goal for my work.  

When researching the verbatim theatre, I found the work of Alecky Blythe came up a lot. She runs the theatre company Recorded Delivery. This company has developed a particular style of verbatim theatre, that includes a certain technique that has inspired me. The style she originated inspired the name of the company. This form of delivery is where Alecky has the actors listen to the exact interview and copy everything that was said and done within that interview. This includes breaks in speech, ‘ums’ and ‘ahs’ etc. This makes her work more relatable to the audience. It also proves to the interviewees who come to see the show that their words have not been manipulated in any way. I am not going to use this technique in the actual piece, but it has given me a good example of what I can do with the work. I do like this style of performance and would like to do it in the future. However, I would like to get some professional training, so that I can create the best work possible for my participants. Instead, I am going to get the actors to learn the script and perform it. There is a chance that they might do a different interpretation of the participants. I will try and avoid that by keeping in contact with the participants and inviting them to rehearsals. I will then let them have an open discussion with the actors, so that they can feel in control of their portrayal.  In an interview for Robin Beilfield, Blythe she says that “The actors are trying to relive the conversations that I have had with the interviewees, trying to bring them to life. That is when it really works” (Belfield, 2018). This quote is a great example of the type of show I want to create. I want people to be able to see themselves in my work. I want them to see that they have been heard that they feel as if they have been listening to. I aim to write a piece of theatre that represents the participants' true feelings about their experiences. There is always a chance that I might write something that misinterprets the true meaning of the words. There are questions that I will ask myself to make sure that the work I do is as ethical as possible.	Comment by Ali Franks: OK, why not and what are you going to do differently and why?  This is a good place for some critical evaluation.	Comment by Ali Franks: This is a compassionate and important manifesto, might be useful to think about the poetics and ethics of representation here.  I would also go back to the Radical Ethical Framework from Rifkin as there are resonances there also.

1. How appropriate is our preferred aesthetic for engaging with the politics of speaking with, for or about communities?
2. How do we deal with moral and/or political tensions at the heart of stories and texts that are created?
3. How can we work sensitively, and create a genuine climate of dialogue and reciprocity?
4. How are the issues of voice, authority and ownership reconciled in the process of constructing narratives and representations that result?
5. How will representations that have been created impact in diverse, unpracticable and political contexts? (Prentki & Preston, 2010)

Data Collection method: Interviews  

There will be at least ten interviews of first year undergraduate students from a wide variety of courses (including arts and humanities, STEM subjects, courses with practical elements and courses that are more theory based, with and without exams) in different universities in South Wales. For a varied performance piece, there will have to be opinions from at least five participants.  It is important to do more interviews to be able to choose interesting and diverse pieces for the performance. I understand that there will be people that I miss out when choosing people to interview, and I accept that these voices are just as valid as those I choose to put into the final piece.  But I do want to create a piece that is inspiring. Someone could speak in an interesting way that would be gripping to an audience. There might be unique points of view I have not considered before. I will choose interviews based on unique qualities, engrossing experiences and inspiring points of view.	Comment by Ali Franks: Do you have a method for this as you will be ‘choosing’ which voices are most important here… it would be interesting to think about the role of curation in verbatim work.
To select participants, there will be an online advertisement asking for volunteers to be interviewed. I will first write a questionnaire that will establish demographics, that includes course and university (see appendix 1). This will be shared through university platforms such as university social media accounts. I will then pick out a wide range of people that differ in age, gender, ability university, course and point of view or experience. This will make my piece balanced and interesting.  The selected participants will be contacted for an interview.  The most inspiring and unique interviews will be selected to be used in the final piece. 
As a contingency plan, if there are not enough participants, I have decided that I will change the area of focus to third year students that are in my class. This means I can be sure of getting some points of view for my piece. Although they will be on the same course, it is still a very diverse group with different ages, genders, backgrounds, living situations, personal/family circumstances and disabilities etc. 
How will I conduct the interviews?  	Comment by Ali Franks: May be useful to re-read the Denscombe pages here
The interview will be a Semi Structured Open interview. I will write a base set of five questions that I want to ask. I will also be open to free thoughts and responses from the participants. I have chosen this style of interview because the participants might come up with opinions I would not have thought of before. This will help the piece be engaging. I also do not want the participants to feel like they cannot share things that they might want to, so I do not want the limitations of a closed, structured interview. I will pilot the interview with classmates first as a practice run and to iron out any issues, before interviewing the  participants.  
When I create the questions for the interview, I will make sure to not ask misleading/biased questions. I have my own experiences of this pandemic and this could influence what I ask them. I want the participants to give their own experiences and the way to do this is by being as neutral as possible. 
The data collected will be qualitative data. This type of research is based on words and thoughts. “Qualitative research is a type of empathic, empirical, exploratory, direct, physical research” (Ffind Data, 2017). This description of what information can come from qualitative data is a fantastic way of describing what I want to get out of my interviews. I want the work to explore the thoughts and feelings of the participants involved.
I will ask the questions myself rather than send questions for participants to answer. This is more personal and creates a more open environment for discussion. Being present allows me to use affirmative words to give more encouragement as they are going along. I can respond to anything I find interesting that might not have come to mind to begin with. This will make the piece more authentic to the participants and make a more interesting piece of theatre.  

Participant safety and data collection 
I will inform the participants that they are being recorded and that they do not have to be on camera if they feel uncomfortable.  I will also tell them that the interview itself will not be shared, will be stored on a password protected personal computer and will be deleted once the piece has been transcribed.  Any time they feel uncomfortable, they can pull out without having to provide a reason.  I will not force them to answer any questions they do not feel comfortable in answering. Participants have until the end of March to withdraw their consent for their interview to be used within the piece. They will be informed that they may withdraw at any time up to that point without giving a reason.     

Ethics.	Comment by Ali Franks: You can write here that you have completed the University Ethics Form (which would be in the appendix)

With this type of work, I will have to be incredibly careful on how I choose to represent the participants when writing my piece. There is a fine line between being exploitive and doing the work for the participants. When I was reading Mary Helana Enright's thesis, I found this quote from Sheila Preston. 	Comment by Ali Franks: Is this Preston or Enright?
“As cultural workers, whether we are … theatre makers constructing narratives and stories, or facilitators enabling people to write or perform their own stories, we have a responsibility towards ensuring that the representations that are made are produced through a climate of sensitivity, dialogue, respect and willingness for reciprocity.” (Preston cited in Enright, 2011)
This encapsulates the work I must keep doing when writing my show. It is vital that I keep asking myself what I am doing this for. What am I doing to keep the participants emotionally safe? How can I be as empathetic to the struggles of my participants, whilst also keeping myself safe as well? There is also the question of how much I am going to share with my participants during the process of writing it. 
A lot of ethics issues involving the interview process have been discussed when talking about participant safety. Not forcing people to answer questions that they feel uncomfortable asking is an important part of ethical work. Also giving them the chance to pull out of the piece before the closing date is vital to keep them safe.
I have completed the University Ethics Form from the university (see appendix 2). This has given me a very clear outline of what ethical considerations should be to keep the university, myself and my participants safe.
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