                                                                     Stroke Club Workshop 

What are the effects of photographs and song on the memory of older people who have been affected by strokes?
This was the Practice-as-Research question that myself and Ffion Weston decided to undertake.
[bookmark: _GoBack]With the initial session on Tuesday 16th October already having taken place, we had insight into whether any of our methods needed to change in order to adapt it to our participants at the stroke club.
We arrived at our second session on the 30th October 2018 prepared for our separate workshops. It had been decided beforehand that I was going to facilitate my workshop first. We only had twenty minutes each as there was a bring and buy sale first. It is a very short amount of time to try and get all the data and information needed to evaluate the question that we wanted to answer. I had brought along roughly five hundred black and white antique and vintage photographs, so I could choose what ones I wanted to use. The photographs that I used are mainly from my own personal collection that I have purchased over the years. The previous session we attended had given me some inclination into which kind of photographs I needed to bring. I only brought black and white photographs as I still felt that they would fit into the age demographic of the group, therefore, I did not deem it necessary to bring any colour photographs. All the photographs of people were generic and mainly of Welsh descent. I had included a collection of bomb damage photographs of Swansea after the three-day blitz, as the participants conversations in the previous session did come around to World War Two, of which they recalled their memories vividly. I had also included many holiday and beach scenes, as many of the women had veered towards these topics. I did not feel as confident as I would have liked to have been as I only had twenty minutes to do my workshop, therefore, I felt that I was going to be rushed, but had to make the most out of what time I had. There were twenty-four people at the club, slightly less than at the previous session, but I did notice a few new faces as well. Over three quarters of the people attending were women and were between the ages of eighty to ninety. The participants were seated in a U shape with tables in front of them when we arrived.  Ffion and I participated in the bring and buy sale and bought items, unfortunately the sale did overrun slightly which meant that we both only had fifteen minutes each. As time was running low, I started to place photographs on the tables in front of the participants, so they could start looking at them while the bring and buy was just coming to an end. I put a mixture of photographs on each table as I wanted to see what topics and style of photograph received the most positive response. The style of the photograph would depend on the different periods, antique photographs were mounted on thick card showing the names and places of the photographers, this made them an expensive commodity where only the wealthy could afford them. Later into the 1930’s and 1940’s photographs became more commercial because cameras became more accessible to the lower classes and they were smaller in size, therefore, photographs were not needed to be taken in a studio. This made it easier to reproduce images in various environments, and no need for them to be mounted.
As I was placing the photographs along the tables, the participants started to look at them and ask why they were there. Some of the women I had spoken to in the previous session had remembered me talking to them about the workshop and were already looking at them. One man who was not at the previous session, started questioning me in an aggressive manner as to what they were and why I was putting photographs on the table in front of him. I told him that they were all photographs for the people attending the session at the stroke club, so they could look at and see if they had any memories or thoughts that came to mind. I explained that neither him or his mother had to take part and it was all completely voluntary. This seemed to placate him, but they did not join in with the workshop.  I did have a conversation with his mother afterwards and she chatted to me about herself, given another session I feel that she would have joined in the workshop. Ffion and I then went to the front of the hall and introduced ourselves formally, we then explained what we were going to do again, as some participants had forgotten us from the last session. It was quite difficult to get everyone’s attention as people were shouting that they could not hear us. We then went around each table separately explaining why the photographs were there. On each of the tables we put coloured pieces of paper with pens, so the participants could write down any thoughts or memories. It had been difficult to decide how to collect data from our workshops as we did not think that paper questionnaires would be suitable. This is because some participants might not be able to write and due to the time limitations, it would be difficult to manage properly. At the same time, we would go around the hall listening to everyone’s conversations. One woman who was present at the previous session repeatedly asked if we were going to play bingo. She knew what we were doing and was trying to disrupt the women she was sitting with, having acted like this at the last session we attended and insisting that she did not want to talk to me or Ffion about our workshops. I do not really know why she had acted like this, with more time I could have chatted to her to see if I could have got her involved or why she did not want to join in. Apart from the initial deafness of people and two people not wanting to join in, everyone else was looking and discussing the photographs. Whilst walking around the tables a woman came up to me asking about the workshop and what my course was like at University. She was around fifty, had never attended university herself and was interested in applying as she had a keen interest in history, which led her to produce a World War One exhibition at Margam Abbey. She had been interacting with some of the women at the session and had noticed that they were discussing what it was like to be a child in World War Two. This was relevant to a project she was involved in about women in World War Two and said that she would like to interview them. She also belonged to the local Women’s Institute and was looking for new members to join. One man wanted to know about the history behind developing photographs and how the images were put onto postcards of which I explained the process briefly. There was a lot of interest in the photographs that were of people, more than of the views in areas of South Wales. I noticed that there was a photograph of a wedding group which had struck up a conversation between a group of women. One woman said that it reminded her of her sister’s wedding, discussing the wedding dress, what it was made of and how many bridesmaids she had. It led into a conversation about how lovely the dress was and how wedding dresses were made of parachute silk during the war. The discussion went on to how all the women in the villages came together to make dresses during this time to make sure the bride looked her best. I noticed that another wedding portrait on another table started a similar conversation, leading onto their own weddings, who had attended and what everyone wore. I found that, the older mounted photographs were causing much discussion as they reminded participants of their grandparents and relatives. One man told me how one of the men looked like his grandad and remembered listening to Dick Barton and Just William on the Radio as a child with him. He was very animated talking to me about his grandad and described him in depth. Even though the photograph in front of him was of a different person, it sparked the memory of his own childhood. Three people discussed their first day at school and the uniform, which tied into going to chapel afterwards in their best clothes. The discussion then went into how people do not go to church and how churches have closed due to the diminishing congregation over the years in their villages. Some of the women still attend church, as they belong to choirs and liked the social aspect of meeting with other people that lived alone as well. I found that nearly all the women that attended the stroke club had not had strokes themselves, but they had come along with their husbands who had suffered strokes previously. When their husbands died, they continued coming to the club as they had made friends and enjoyed the company. One woman called me over and wanted to know about a photograph of a young child holding a teddy bear, this was a very early photograph around 1910 and she wanted to know if I knew who the child was and the history behind the image. Unfortunately, I did not know but managed to explain who the photographer was and what type of household I thought the child lived in. She was very interested in all the photographs and began discussing them and linked memories of her own to them. On asking if she would like to participate in another workshop with photographs, she was very willing and wanted to do it again. As my session was nearing its end, I started to go around and pick up the written memories or thoughts of the participants. Half of them had written memories and thoughts and I was pleased that I had some written responses to take away. Quite a few of the women wanted to carry on chatting to me but Ffion had to start her part of the workshop. I left the photographs on the tables because I did not want to get in the way whilst she was singing. This might have initially made people not focus on Ffion’s singing as some were still discussing the photographs. Given more time, I would have removed them before she started. I then sat next to a couple of women and joined in the singing with Ffion, trying to focus on her workshop and get some feedback from the participants. When I collected the photographs back in, I counted three hundred of them and in hindsight I would have like to put out more photographs, as I felt there needed to be more choice. I stayed and chatted to everyone after Ffion had finished her workshop, whilst they were waiting for the mini bus to come and collect them. Everyone I spoke to said that they all enjoyed the photographs and would like me to come again. Tess Philips, who runs the stroke club, was pleased and said that in her opinion everyone had enjoyed themselves would welcome us to come again. She was fully booked until after the new year but any time after then would be possible. I also spoke to a man that I had discussed my workshop with in the last session. He told me that he enjoyed the photographs and was surprised that I remembered him.
On leaving the stroke club I found that the experience both times had left me quite emotional and drawn to a few of the people that had attended the session. This was mainly because they reminded me of my grandparents. I found their attitude towards life very heart warming. 
The question is, did my photograph workshop have an effect on the memory of the members?
The strategy I have used is more action research as it requires group work of which I had at the stroke club, this was a real-life issue because I wanted to see if I could have a positive effect on stroke victims’ memory with the aid of photographs. I would like my research to make a change in the way that therapy is designed for stroke victims, as it has been proven on a small scale in Alzheimer’s patients, that generic photographs stimulated the memories and helped them engage with people around them (Astell, Ellis, Alm and Gowans, 2010). I feel therefore that photographic workshops could give stroke victims more confidence and help with social issues. This research style links into Practice-as-Research methodology which are “projects that are designed to open up new areas of knowledge through investigative practice” (Hutton, 2014, p.340). I also used qualitative methods which includes focus groups, direct interaction and observing people. These methods link into the style of research I have used to answer my question. After facilitating only one workshop and a mingling session with the participants I do not feel that I can fully answer my question. The short-term effects were very apparent as most of the participants joined in and discussed lots of various memories with me. All the memories were happy ones and no negative memories were attached to the photographs. Most of the women that attended the club had not had a stroke and had only originally gone to support their husbands, they did have other illnesses that limited them. These mainly involved mobility problems that were not linked to any form of stroke, dementia or Alzheimer’s. I believe that these women only went for the company of others as nearly all of them lived alone, with only three women present having a partner. I found the women easy to talk to and very open to reminisce their memories. They also had conversations with each other about things that they did not know, despite the fact they had known each other for up to fifteen years. I found men at the session were slightly more difficult to approach. In the mingling session I had not spoken to a few of the men as it looked like they were not interested in talking to me. Therefore, in the second session I was determined to involve all the men as much as I could. Only two of the men talked to me at first, but I managed to involve most of them by the end of the session. Only three men had come on their own, the others had brought their wives. All the men involved had suffered a stroke. This shows that from the perspective of the stroke club mainly all men attending had strokes but very few of the women. Is that because women find it easier to meet and discuss problems and therefore encourage their partners to come to social clubs? It is possible that men are embarrassed to discuss disabilities that strokes cause, this could make them feel more isolated if they do not mix socially. Therefore because of this, maybe more awareness could be generated to try and involve more men to come along to the stroke club. I spoke to one man at the session who told me that he had a stroke three years previously and because his wife had died ten years ago, he lived on his own. He was incredibly lonely and liked social interaction. It did bother him that his memory was not as good as it was before the stroke and kept apologising for not remembering my name. The variation of participants at the stroke club showed that my workshop could be used for people that have had strokes as well as men and women that live on their own who are lonely and enjoy socialising. The workshop therefore could be used as a social tool to combat loneliness. To accomplish this, I would need to do more research into loneliness in the aged, as I do not feel that I could facilitate a workshop correctly and ethically now. On discussing with the group in lecture, it was suggested that the memories of the participants could be written down and made into poetry. This could be printed up and circulated to other associations, to show why photographs could be used for rehabilitation or a tool to combat loneliness. Another idea, that could be expanded upon with my workshop, is to take it into schools and initiate projects with children to help address loneliness in the older generation. I would have to structure my workshop in a different way as it would take a lot more planning to facilitate it with children, then they could take it out into the community. This obviously brings up lots of ethical questions that would need to be answered but could be possible with planning. 
On facilitating the workshop, I also had a few participants interested in the history of photographs, therefore, I could facilitate a history workshop incorporating photographs and postcards. This may interest a small group and I could collaborate with a photography student as well to give an insight into modern photography versus old. A conversation I had with the leader at the Women’s Institute was how she was interested in the workshop and how it could be incorporated with her members to either make an exhibition or short play associated with their memories during war time. I have also discussed my workshop with a practice nurse, who can link me to Alzheimer’s groups who may be interested in participating. This Practice-as-Research has led me to many avenues to where I could use my workshop to potentially help rehabilitate people or just give people an afternoon with nice memories to go home with. In my opinion, it is obvious that the workshop needs to be at least two or three sessions at least an hour long with the stroke club participants, in order to assess whether photographs have long term effects and whether it can stimulate the chemicals in the brain to correct any damage a stroke has caused. This will not be a medical assessment, but my judgement on whether I feel the participants interact more and respond positively. Therefore, I cannot really answer my question in the long term without a medical professional’s interaction. My ideas could evolve and be presented in different ways to different groups as I have stated. I would change many things such as giving more photographs out to the participants and being more organised with feedback and data collecting. It is very difficult also to facilitate with certain seating arrangements, so I would research into a different seating plan to make the workshop flow better. I would prefer a circle seating area, but this does depend on how many participants you have. To facilitate a workshop, you need at least an hour, I felt very rushed and therefore was not as precise as I would have been with more time. 
I enjoyed facilitating the workshop and would do it again, developing and applying some of the ideas above. To accomplish this, I would need to research stroke rehabilitation methods in more depth as well as other community groups for the aged, as I still strongly believe that photographs linked with memory workshops could help the older generation in various settings.
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