Forum Theatre for Community Cohesion in East Lancashire
 
Description of the Project:
 
The funded project took place from January – December 2009 in schools in the Burnley/Nelson area. The project coordinator worked in one school or cluster of schools per term, leading weekly workshop sessions over a period of eight weeks. At the end of each eight-week period, a day or two days of forum theatre performances took place in the school. The project was funded by the Arts Council and the participating schools.
 
In all three projects, the workshop sessions explored issues around identity, diversity, equality and community through drama-based games and exercises, discussion and other participatory activities. For example, image theatre techniques drawn from Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed were used to explore ideas around bullying based on difference and role plays were used to explore the causes and effects of breakdowns in community cohesion. The pupils drew upon their own ideas and experiences in order to develop ideas for their plays which were structured and scripted by the coordinator. The final performances were led by the group. For example, pupils introduced the play and the forum technique to the audience, leading them in warm-ups to encourage their involvement in the forum, explaining the issues the play explored and introducing the characters to the audience. Pupils played all the roles in the play. After the initial performance, the project coordinator led (‘jokered’) the discussion and forumming of the play but the group members also took an active part here. Pupils playing roles in the play responded to the audience’s interventions through improvised responses on stage. Other group members helped by asking and responding to audience questions, encouraging audience members to get involved in the forum and stepping in to try out audience members’ ideas if they were hesitant in having a go themselves. Students at Blessed Trinity and Pendle Vale campus also made publicity materials for the play, such as posters and programmes and at Pendle Vale, group members created a souvenir ‘identity card’ which was distributed to audience members as they left.
Pupils in the first school created a performance, entitled ‘Too Little, Too Late’, which concerned problems of inter-generational distrust in the community and explored young people’s reactions to older people. The second group was an integrated group of Year 10 ASLAN pupils from Pendle Vale College, a mainstream school, and Pendle Community High School and College, a special school. The play, called ‘Under the Same Sky’ explored reactions to difference in a community and ways of tackling discriminatory behaviour.The final group was made up of Year 6 pupils from 4 primary schools, who came together to create a play called ‘Moving On’, which explored the experience of being new in a community via the challenges of transition to high school. 
 
Key Achievements/Outcomes:
 
Overall, this project was very successful. Pupils and staff noted learning achievements in terms of:
1.      understanding issues around community cohesion, and
2.      improved performance and communication skills, leading to developments in pupils’ confidence and self-esteem
 
1.  Understanding issues around community cohesion
The plays the pupils created all demonstrated their understanding of some of the key issues around community cohesion, such as the need to challenge bullying and discrimination and the need to work together positively with others in the community. Through the project pupils developed a deeper understanding of ideas of identity, diversity and community cohesion. Feedback from staff and pupils reflects the progress made in this area:
We have learned: ‘how to work together in a community’, that it is good working together’, how to sort things out together’, ‘stand up to the bullies’, ‘be friendly to everyone’, ‘how to be a good community’ (Pupils, Project 3); ‘about other people’, ‘working in a team’, ‘working together with  both schools’ (Pupils, Project 2)
 ‘…the generation gap can affect people badly but a good community can overcome these issues.’ (Pupil, Project 1)
  ‘They have developed an understanding that although they are attending different schools they have a lot in common.’ (Staff member, Project 3)
‘They have thought through the obstacles to community cohesion and have a better understanding of how to solve problems’ (Staff member, Project 1) 
    ‘…through involving four schools and addressing what is meant by “community” and discussing the many “communities” the children belong to…they have celebrated their similarities and differences promoting community cohesion.’ (Staff member, Project 3)
 ‘[The pupils have] developed [a] sense of community – all children have similar wants/desires and fears.’ (Staff member, Project 3)
 ‘I have learnt that we can all make in a difference in the community.’ (Pupil, Project 1)
 
2.Improved performance and communication skills, leading to developments in pupils’ confidence and self-esteem
Significant improvements were made in terms of the pupils’ performance and communication skills. For many, the project involved working with new people and using drama methods that were new to them, causing them to be quite hesitant at the start. Pupils and staff noted how the work had developed their skills and confidence:
‘ I learned: ‘to have fun’, ‘how to be a production person’, ‘how to introduce’, ‘how to communicate with people correctly’ and I enjoyed: ‘being in the play’, ‘the [warm-up] dance’, ‘working together with other people’, ‘doing the play with the other schools’, ‘meeting new people’, ‘watching the play working and being an introducer’, ‘[the chance to] meet and communicate with people from other schools’, ‘making new friends’, ‘[I] liked people clapping me.’ (Pupils, Projects 2 and 3)
‘[A success of the project has been the] growing confidence with individuals and it was rewarding for the group to achieve so much’ (Staff member, Project 1)
  ‘They have developed their drama skills and some have overcome self-consciousness. Their confidence has developed.’ (Staff member, Project 3)
‘Four great performances – all individual children making friends’ (Staff member, Project 3)
Pupils developed ‘acting/theatre skills’, ’problem-solving skills’ and ‘working with others.’ (Staff members, Project 3)
 ‘I think many of the students have come out of their shells and realised they can do things that they didn’t think they could. They’ve learnt to work with others and they have gained in self confidence.’ (Staff member, Project 2)
 
Much of the feedback has highlighted the particular value of the Forum Theatre approach in exploring issues around community cohesion, highlighting its use as a tool for change and empowerment at an individual and collective level. At almost every performance, the audience was actively engaged in the piece, discussing animatedly the issues the play raised and offering many different solutions to the problems faced by the protagonist. Different community members including parents, teachers, school support staff, pupils of different ages and from different schools and other members of the community such as police became involved in cross-audience debates as to the best courses of action for the protagonist to take. Feedback from the audience about the performances was very positive. One Year 7 pupil said, for example, that he wanted to intervene in the play about inter-generational problems because his own grandmother had experienced negative attitudes from young people and he wanted to show his peers that they could take a stand against such behaviour. During the forumming of another play, a parent asked the pupils in the audience why it was they felt they couldn’t tell their parents when they were being bullied and much useful discussion followed. Evaluation comments from the staff and pupils involved illustrates the strength of the Forum Theatre approach:
   ‘...it allows people to not just imagine being in a certain situation but to actually be in one.’ (Pupil, Project 1)
         ‘Children get to act out the issues they might face in school.’ (Staff member,      Project 3)
  ‘It has been a good way to get a message across and explore issues especially as the audience are able to give feedback.’ (Staff member, Project 2)
   ‘...it interests people and draws their attention to the issue.’ (Pupil, Project 1)
  ‘They have had the opportunity to develop coping strategies to cope with bullying...it makes it feel very real.’ (Staff member, Project 2) 
    ‘...it helps the little children to know what to do in a situation like that.’ (Pupil, Project 1)
 ‘I think it is a good way as it includes the audiences’ opinions and they get involved which I think makes it more fun and enjoyable to learn.’ (Pupil, Project 1)
 ‘...it involves the audience more and shows the other audience members how they can change things for the better and it gives the actors chance to react differently which I enjoyed.’ (Pupil, Project 1)
   ‘It’s new and exciting and children learn in an active way.’ (Staff member, Project 3)
 ‘[I learned] what to do when you’re being bullied.’ (Pupil, Project 3)
 
There were similarly positive responses to the uses of Forum Theatre in the feedback from a very well-attended training session on ‘Forum Theatre for Community Cohesion’ which was delivered by the project coordinator and Global Link’s Centre Manager at the Burnley Faith Centre in July 2009.
 
Key Recommendations - The project has highlighted the considerable worth in using Forum Theatre as a means of exploring community cohesion issues.
 
Alison Lloyd Williams
Global Link Forum Theatre Project Coordinator
23 December 2009
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