Andy’s Story: A Practitioner’s Perspective
By Anne Keay, Principal Teacher of Drama, St Margaret Mary’s Secondary School, Glasgow

Background
A group leader’s approach when embarking on a new project will inevitably vary according to the age, nature, composition and experience of the group concerned. I am going to outline the approaches I took on this occasion, but they would not necessarily be the approaches I will take with the next group, next time. Hopefully they will offer you some inspiration as to how you can use the resource with your own group.
For the respectme drama, a group of 15 pupils from S1 to S6 were invited by their drama teachers to come and hear about a project to devise, develop and present a drama based on bullying and, in particular, to investigate the relationship between Fear and Respect.

Building Relationships

At the first meeting of the group, there was an inevitable tension. Pupils from different year groups do not normally mix, so it was important immediately to create a conversation about something on which everyone would have something to say. I chose films: best one, worst one, saddest one, funniest one etc. This is a great ice-breaker because relationships are formed with a range of group members. “I like him because he shares my sense of humour”; “I like her because she’s watched that old film too”, “She’s interesting because I’ve never met anyone who’s into Sci-Fi”, etc. 
Starting early sessions with these types of ice-breakers allows the group to get to know each other in a fun, non threatening way. We used a new stimulus each time the group met and gradually moved from ‘safe’ topics like favourite food, best holiday, worst teacher etc. to more personal topics such as earliest childhood memory, most embarrassing moment in life. As the group got to know each other better, they felt safer and safer and revealed more and more about themselves, their thoughts and feelings.
Developing Ideas

The next part of the session then moved on to the group leader’s ideas about what the group would work on that day then, crucially, an open forum when the group gave their opinions, ideas and concepts on the work, or scene, or approach they would like to take. This is a fancy way of really saying that the pupils expressed things like, “I wonder if we could use music to show how he’s feeling”, or “I think teachers need to know that…” or “What about the family: how are they feeling?” These discussions are important in that one idea tends to spark off others and before you know it, the group are buzzing with ideas and keen to try them out. Without that bedrock of discussion, idea giving, scaffolding etc. the risk is that a group may go off and be dispiritingly unable to realise any productive ideas. The group leader’s enthusiasm and contribution is vital here: don’t be a passive observer – get in there and fight for airtime too!

Most days we had a movement warm-up game too. These are also good ice-breakers, but bear in mind that people are happier verbalising than physicalising with others, certainly at first. I would introduce simple physical warm-ups based on games, then introduced ones which demanded more expressive, extrovert movement, such as twister or matching body parts by initials of the alphabet (eg. A is the given letter, pairs or groups join bodies at points beginning with that letter e.g. arm to ankle, ball of the foot to bum and so on).
Exploring Bullying

After all these verbal and physical warm-ups and early discussions, when I was secure that the group knew and trusted each other well, we started to talk about bullying and listened to their personal stories. Of the 15, only two had never experienced bullying. The experiences of the other 13 ranged from the more commonplace bullying sadly prevalent among young people to the very harrowing indeed. These stories were a rich source of ideas and added considerably to our understanding of the issues we were exploring.
Fear and Respect
The main basis for the drama you will probably have watched by the time you read this was a discussion with the group on Respect and Fear. This can be a complex subject and what helped clarify our ideas was a simple brainstorming session based on responses to how it feels to be respected and how it feels to be feared. Here is the actual list the group compiled:
Respected

Gives you the freedom to be yourself


Helps you to do what you know is right


Respect builds


You respect yourself as well as others


You become less selfish and consider others

Your self esteem grows

Is difficult, you have to be strong

Can make you unpopular if you stand out from the crowd

It makes you happy, proud of yourself
Feared

You can’t be yourself, you have to put on an act


You lose freedom


You have to do and be what others expect you to do/be


You take your anger at yourself out on others

You behave differently

You give up your own values

You become less human

Your self esteem lessens

You hate yourself so you hate others

Being feared is like a drug that you begin to need

Developing Drama

Having clarified our ideas on Fear and Respect, we started to think about the different forms our ideas could take and we considered the following: play format, mime, movement (including mask work), dance drama, puppetry and a chat show. I had already said to the group that, while there was no restriction on what they could do, I would like them to take the opportunity to experiment with forms they had not used in class – new, challenging forms. I asked pupils to form groups of four or five on a mixed age basis to try to link the ideas on the brainstormed list with the list of forms.
Group 1 chose to look at using puppets and developed an idea about a giant puppet feared and compulsorily worshipped by all, until it was revealed as a very small, insignificant puppet and nothing to be scared of at all. This linked with the list item ‘You can’t be yourself, you have to put on an act’.
Group 2 used play form to investigate a father whose children made him become aware of the fact that he was making them acutely unhappy by trying to be what he was not, tying in with ‘You have to do and be what others expect you to do/be’ and ‘You take your anger at yourself out on others’.
Group 3 used movement and masks to investigate the idea that people who are feared ‘become less human’. The masks were worn by those who were feared, but when someone respected put one on, they too started behaving in an intimidating way.
This last idea was the one which most intrigued the group and that was the one we chose to think more about and develop. By the way, the masks referred to are nothing fancy. They are white plastic, cheap and available at joke or party shops. However, the group also liked and wanted to use puppets in the drama. So we set about expanding the masks scenario and soon the basis of a story about a boy who, unable to tolerate the bullying behaviours of his peers any longer, resorted to treating them like they treated him. Our next challenge was to find a storyline to ‘hang’ all these ideas on. In our discussions over the weeks, we had repeatedly returned to the subject of ‘grassing’, the dilemma of telling the truth, staying silent or even lying, and this became our plot line.
The puppets were used in the scenes set in the bedroom because we wanted to make a point about children being able to talk to inanimate objects or imaginary friends about inner fears more than to the humans whose lives and worlds they shared, and partly for novelty value! The furniture coming to life when Andy is not in the room represents the frustration of those who know but are impotent to affect change – the helpless observer.
A Fitting End
The final part of the jigsaw of ‘Andy’s Story’ was the ending. We thought long and hard about whether he should tell or not. Both endings had disadvantages and the idea not to end it all but to challenge the audience to think what they would do, came – as did all the ideas for this drama – from the group themselves. We had discussed many times what we would do and could never decide. Someone said that if we all couldn’t decide, maybe no-one could? And there it was. We had found our ending.
Giving Ownership
I firmly believe that the reason the group so enjoyed devising, rehearsing and presenting the drama was they had ownership of it. This was not a script they were given to learn, with movement sequences designed by others. Every word of the script and every move of the dance drama sequences was devised, tried, tested and amended by them. They chose pieces of music - originals were not used in the video for copyright reasons. They were, in the order they appear in the film, ‘Mad World’ by Michael Andrews featuring Gary Jules (originally written and performed by Tears for Fears), music from the Schindler’s List soundtrack and Massive Attack’s ‘Angel’. The drama was genuinely their work, the product of their imaginations, containing messages they wanted to communicate. If you take only one thing from what you have read, please let it be this: trust the young people you work with. Listen to them, go with their ideas, respond to their opinions. Yes, your role is to guide, advise and lend your expertise. But don’t impose something on them. If they don’t own it, they will not be committed to it and will become merely performing seals, not convincing performers and communicators.
Finishing Touches
The final part of the process involved formalising the script, rehearsing, trying to stem the non-stop ideas emanating from the group, polishing and preparing for presentation. An important part of the rehearsal process wasn’t only the rehearsals themselves though, it was the back-up work which helped them to understand the characters, their relationships and their motivations. To this end, characterisation techniques such as hot-seating, character cards, thought tracking, thought tunnel and writing in role are invaluable. They help your group develop a deeper understanding of the drama and help to bring depth to their portrayals of the characters. I have mentioned only a few techniques, there is an amazing number of them and their value cannot be underestimated. A simple internet search will give you access to explanations of them.
Ideas for using this resource

1. Use the video as a launch pad for discussion of the issue of bullying. Click here for guidance (Link to Guidance for Practitioners section)
2. Watch the video, read the script and let your group act out the drama as it is
3. Do steps 1 and 2 of the above, but improvise around events related to, but not included in the script. For example, a scene when Andy’s parents discuss the changes in him which the furniture describe. Did they do anything? Did they try talking to him? What happened? Or what about Andy’s friends? How did they react when they realised the school were looking into the incident? Or what about the other gang? How did they feel about what they and their leader had done?

4. Watch the video, read the script but look at the story from the gang-leader’s point of view. Investigate his motives, his feelings. If I were to do a follow-up to Andy’s Story, I would ask the group to investigate what made this ‘gang leader’ the boy he became? In our script, he’s a totally undeveloped character and I think there’s a spin-off story waiting to be told!
5. Change the ending and let your group devise two endings, one based on Andy ‘grassing’ and the other based on Andy lying. This activity has fascinating possibilities.
I’m sure you will think of many other ways of using this resource: these are only some ideas of where you can go with it. Whatever you do with the resource, even if it’s no more than look at this site, I hope that in some small way we have raised awareness of the problem of bullying. But we also hope that we might have helped to give you the confidence and some ideas you need to address the issue with your young people. That was all we ever wanted to achieve.

