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Three challenges that have arisen from ‘Let’s Hear it from the Youth’

Challenge One
When devising this project, I wanted to connect to the young people on a personal level and build trusting relationships with them. I understood that this would be difficult due to the group being from a socially deprived area where they feel invisible, lack confidence and are shy people. I did not want to approach the group and instantly ask them to tell me their stories, problems and insecurities. I was left with the question, ‘How do I meaningfully connect and relate to the young people in a short space of time?’. 

Jackson writes about “Theatre of the Oppressed moves from the individual to the general, rather than vice versa” (Jackson in Boal, 2002, p. xxvi). This works for Theatre of the Oppressed as when you work with a group of people in the same situations, they will all have a common oppression visualised in a different way. However, I want to start with universal themes that become personal. Choosing themes such as beginnings, friendships, kindness and adversity I know that every single person in my group will have come up against these issues in their lives and will be able to connect with them. I want to tell stories that have each of the themes within the story, but I do not want them to be obvious or stories about people. 

Gersie and King’s Storymaking in Education and Therapy book is full of traditional native stories and stories about animals. The idea that I could use stories about animals that face the themes I have discussed above and use them to connect with the young people, partly answered my question. “Each story is an emblem of existence, the symbolic representation of someone’s interpretation of reality, of the interaction between inner and outer world’ (Gersie and King, 1990, p. 31). This quote unpacks my thought process when it came to decide on what stories to tell and which stories would best connect to the young people. I want the stories to resonate with the young people, allow them to recognise and understand they are not alone, that everyone goes through the same situations at some point in their life. The four themes are timeless and universal concepts that everyone goes through. By using these concepts, I believe it will engage the young people straight away as they are safe and are of common ground to the young people. 

Storytelling has been proven to work for children and adolescents who are involved in therapy as:
The stories here utilize a somewhat different approach; they are not springboards for conscious interpretation and direct intervention, but rather, symbolic meanings that are maintained on the subconscious level (Mutchnick and Handler, 2002, p. 77). 
The aims for this project are to enable the participants to make links between the themes of the stories and situations in their personal lives. By telling stories which are of an animal nature with human issues, I hope that the young people will have a growing understanding of how to make sense of situations that happen in their lives. The stories will connect to them on a subconscious level as they will be able to recognise themselves in the story but not be in the centre of the story. The young people can project their emotions and feelings on to the animals in the stories which then allows for deeper reflection. 

In the summary of an article written by a nurse aiding a young boy through physical trauma and using storytelling to connect to the boy, he summarizes that ‘Stories can be so universal, yet so personal, so potent, but so neglected’ (Holyoake, 2013, p. 27). This shows that storytelling can be used in different kinds of situations where you are struggling to connect with someone. It is an extremely valuable tool to use when trying to engage with children and young people as you are connecting to them on a universal level which can then help create personal relationships.

The second component that helped answer my above question is Image Theatre. Image Theatre is a language in itself and is also universal just like stories. Image Theatre can be used in any situation along with language and culture barriers. Images have thousands of different meanings to different people therefore, by involving Image Theatre into the workshops, I am allowing the group to recognise that one image can be seen differently by others. Image Theatre allows you to draw commonalities and differences between what other people see. 

Images can be closer to our true feelings, even our subconscious feelings, than words…a group of individuals will perceive a whole range of different, but often intriguingly related, meanings within a single image, often seeing things which the sculptors had no idea were there (Jackson in Boal, 2002, p. xxii-xxiii).

By bringing Image Theatre and storytelling together, I am creating a space for my participants to explore universal concepts together where they can recognise that universal concepts are also very personal to the individuals in the room. They will be able to recognise that they are connected to the people in the room and that they should not be afraid to share their feelings and emotions when other people in the room have also experienced them. It will create a non-judgemental space as everyone will realise that they have gone through similar experiences and can be shown different ways to overcome tricky situations.
Challenge Two
When creating workshop plans for this project, I realised that what I had set out in the aims and intended outcomes, I would need to gather a range of different methodologies to use within the workshops. In the context of applied drama, I believe you should not stick to one way of working and you should always be willing to try new techniques. This project allows that. I wanted to take aspects of work from Geese Theatre, Augusto Boal, Gersie and King along with Jonothan Neelands and Dorothy Heathcote’s Mantle of the Expert.

Geese Theatres processing techniques allows you to process on a general level which is safe and then add in the element of processing on a personal level which is not as safe.

Processing means drawing out the responses of the participants, enabling them to deepen their thinking and helping to make the work more relevant’ (Baim, Brookes and Mountford, 2002, p. v). 

Geese’s way of processing is intended for young people at risk, but it is also extremely beneficial when working with universal concepts to make them personal. By allowing the participants to understand the general responses from processing and then ask them to think about their personal lives, it draws links and connections between what is universal and personal. It allows them to make distinctions between the relevance of the exercises to the relevance of the stories.

Geese Theatre work one step removed. ‘One Step Removed means that the content is not a direct recreation of the life events of anyone present’ (Baim, Brookes and Mountford, 2002, p. 30). Working with animal storytelling can be seen as two steps removed as it does not focus on a person who could be them, it focuses on an animal that has human issues. The young people may take longer to create the connections between themselves and the animal within the story because the story is not focussed on a person which removes the fear of ‘that could be me’. This way of working is extremely safe as you can make deeper reflections on the animal within the story without making connections to themselves. It allows for the work to resonate with them on a subconscious level.

Working with Augusto Boal’s techniques and Image Theatre allows the least experienced and the most experienced actor in the room to start off at the same level. There are no expectations for the young people to perform a certain way or to have a better understanding of what is happening in the room. Boal’s work is very experiential and when being in a room and experiencing his techniques, you do not have a predetermined outlook of what you are going to feel like when you come out of the room.

Theatre is born when the human being discovers that it can observe itself; when it discovers that, in this act of seeing, it can see itself- see itself in situ: see itself seeing (Boal, 1995, p. 13).
Boal’s techniques allow the young people to recognise the value of their input and to see the impact of their input. By allowing the young people to look at themselves and the other people in the room, commonalities and differences can emerge and create a space for debate. Image Theatre allows the young people to see that one image can show various stories, meanings, feelings and that what one-person may see, does not mean that what they see is not also happening. It opens up a space where they learn and accept that there are many interpretations to what happens in our life.
Gersie and King writes ‘The answer lies with experience; as long as a tale is told, it has meaning (truth), will evoke response and can be understood’ (Gersie and King, 1990, p. 29). The stories I chose have the ability to resonate with the group as they have a meaning which can be understood and provoke responses. While listening to the story and having the ability to actively take part in exercises that require you to experience the themes, it allows the young people to experience and hear the truths of the story which creates a deeper understanding of the work.

Jonothan Neelands expresses ‘Theatre is not seen as a narrow or exclusive set of culturally bound forms’ (Neelands, 1990, p. 5). By bringing all of these different but affective methodologies together, I am widening the scope of experiencing and understanding for the young people. I am showcasing a wide range of techniques that are beneficial for the young people to connect, work as a team, build trust and explore universal themes that inevitably become recognisable as personal themes. With the hope that the young people will be able to recognise these themes more clearly in the future and be able to help others who will go through similar situations to them.

Challenge Three
Within this project, I became drawn to Mantle of the Expert. I questioned myself with ‘Why am I drawn to Mantle of the Expert?’. Being involved in a Mantle of the Expert workshop has always fascinated me, I have more freedom of expression which is unique to drama. With Mantle of the Expert workshops, they are less prescribed as you are led by the participants and guide them through the work, they are creating by giving them the space to explore the world they have created through role play.

Role play is one of the major techniques used in drama. When students assume a role, they play a part as if they are somebody else in a specific situation. Play means that the role is taken on in a safe environment where students can be as inventive and playful as possible (Özbek, 2014, p. 57).

With the Mantle of the Expert workshops I intended to run for this project, I wanted to provide stimulus that was specific to the culture of the group and allow them to create a character and story around that stimulus. Allowing the young people to use their voices and create something that entirely comes from them. Geese create a character that is not centred around anyone from the group, they create a character that could be any one of them- known as one step removed. Providing a degree of distance between the participants and the characters they are creating. By providing stimulus that is culturally specific to the young people, I hoped that they would create a character that could have been any one of them. By being able to role play in a safe environment, the young people can gain an understanding of themselves within their wider community and see different perspectives from different characters created through role play. 

This co-insides with the Drama in Education duality of ‘not being me but not not being me’ along with Boal’s metaxis. Metaxis is ‘the state of belonging completely and simultaneously to two different, autonomous worlds: the image of reality and the reality of the image’ (Boal, 1995, p. 43). The young people are in a situation being someone else but still being them. It provides distancing as protection. The group can get deep within the story and character they are creating as they live the everyday experiences they are projecting on to the character. It allows them to gain an outside perspective of their feelings, attitudes and behaviour as they are seeing a projected version of themselves. ‘Protection by distancing is also utilized to act as a safeguard from unwanted emotional reactions when a drama is dealing with difficult or sensitive themes’ (Eriksson, 2009, p. 36). By doing these Mantle of the Expert workshops, I wanted the young people to feel empowered over the work they created.
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