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‘A Letter to That’s Life!’ 

 

Name of Organisation 
Myrtle Theatre Company  
 
Title of project/programme 
‘A Letter to That’s Life!’ 

Dates of project/programme 
July 2011 
 

Summary 

In July 2011 Myrtle Theatre Company and The Meriton – a specialist 
school in Bristol for young mothers and pregnant teens – collaborated on 
a theatre project hosted at the Tobacco Factory Theatre. Focusing on 
partnership violence and abusive relationships, the project gave the 
students an opportunity through theatre to explore ways to develop 
healthy and respectful relationships and to recognise how they and their 
child have a right to be free from abuse. A multi-media play was created, 
based on ‘A Letter to That’s Life!’ specially written by playwright Catherine 
Johnson, which was performed to an invited audience. 
 
Shortlisted for an Arts & Health South West Award for an arts 
organisation in 2012. 
 
Overview 
 
Published research for the NSPCC, ‘Partnership exploitation and violence 
in teenage intimate relationships’, highlights partner violence as a 
significant concern for young people’s health and well being and provides 
unequivocal evidence for the need to develop more significant safeguards 
in this area of child welfare. 
 
The research identified that in the absence of good parental relationships 
and positive male role models, many young people believe that abuse is 
common and an acceptable part of an adult sexual relationship. It also 
identified that teenage students need the opportunity to safely explore 
and articulate for themselves what constituted a healthy and respectful 
relationship. Myrtle was approached by The Meriton to deliver a project 
that might address these needs. They specifically expressed their concern 
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at the high percentage of the students in their care who had been 
exposed to severe violence within their relationships.  
 
In the light of this, Myrtle and The Meriton embarked on a creative 
collaboration to deliver an inclusive theatre project which would embrace 
professional theatre makers, young theatre makers, students who are 
young parents from The Meriton and their teachers. The project, which 
would include a three day direct delivery, would take place at the Tobacco 
Factory Theatre, Bristol. Using a range of theatre methods the direct 
delivery would explore partnership violence and abusive relationships, 
culminating in a theatre presentation to an invited audience including key 
professionals from children’s services. 
 
In July 2011, twenty-one students aged 13-19 worked alongside ten 
teachers and fifteen artist pedagogues and created a piece of theatre 
based on a monologue ‘A Letter to That’s Life!’ specifically written for the 
project by playwright Catherine Johnson. The artist pedagogues included 
professional male actors and young male theatre makers who train with 
Myrtle and who worked and performed directly with the women from The 
Meriton. The piece included dance, music, design and live film and was 
performed to an audience of not only peers, family and friends but also 
key professionals from children’s services (social workers, the head 
teacher of the virtual school, head of children’s services, looked after 
children’s nurses and educational psychologists). 
 
The aims of the project were: 
 
· To give young parents the opportunity, through theatre, to identify 
relationship violence and abuse in their lives and give voice to their 
experiences; to help safeguard them from further exploitation and 
violence through developing strategies to combat abuse and, through 
learning, where to go for help and support; to help them recognise the 
possibility of choice and change by stepping beyond the confines of their 
world and through offering opportunities to value themselves. 
· To support the young parents in building resilience and self efficacy by 
introducing them to theatre making skills. 
· To equip teachers with creative and drama skills to continue the work 
after the project and to be able to do this safely through the principles of 
social pedagogy. 
· To further develop Myrtle’s method of working creatively with children 
and young people in difficult circumstances. 
· To further develop Myrtle’s training programme of the artist pedagogue. 
· To train artists in this way of working to leave a legacy of more artists 
trained and skilled to work in this field of inclusive practice 
· To develop and train young artists in their theatre making skills and in 
working with children and young people in difficult circumstance. 
 
An initial period of research into the theme of partnership violence and 
planning the content of the training and delivery was undertaken by the 
playwright and the key artistic personnel in late spring. The professional 
artists were recruited in June. Training took place in early July and 
involved specialists with whom Myrtle had worked before (educational 
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psychologists, special education practitioners). This involved: 
· An introduction to social pedagogy training day with the theatre makers. 
· A session with staff at The Meriton introducing them to working socially 
pedagogically and supporting and encouraging their creativity and 
developing their theatre skills. 
· A training session with the young artists to support them in their role. 
 
The delivery of the project was from Monday 11 July to Friday 15 July, 
2011. The artists working on the project met at the start of each day for 
further training and planning. The staff and students arrived at 10.30am 
and throughout the day there was a series of theatre activities where we 
worked in small groups, until the students left at 3.00pm. Lunch was 
taken together – a communal activity and an expression of social 
pedagogic practice. The day ended with reflection and evaluation. The 
presentation took place on the Thursday at 3.30pm. 
 
The activities were facilitated by highly skilled and experienced artists, 
and embraced many art forms: Dance / Choreography; Design; Music; 
Film; Playwriting; Theatre / Direction. The students and staff could 
engage in all the activities that informed the final piece of theatre or 
choose one particular element. All of the practitioners have considerable 
experience of working with young people in a variety of contexts. 
 
Social pedagogic practice requires the artist to enter into a relationship 
with a young person, working with their ‘head, heart and hands’. The 
‘head’ understands the universal rights of the child and the circumstances 
that inform the background of the individual and which may have formed 
their behavior and attitude. The ‘heart’ relates to empathy and the 
understanding of the emotional territory which the young person inhabits. 
The ‘hands’ are the practical and creative skills we possess through which 
we might engage the young person. These creative practical activities in 
which both the adult and young person can engage side by side, with 
parity and no hierarchy, are the ’common third’ in which an authentic and 
meaningful relationship may be formed. This in turn can inform and 
impact upon the health and well being of the young person as aspirations 
are forged together and value is placed on the relationship and upon 
themselves. Social pedagogues view the associate life of the child as 
fundamentally important. 
 
Innovation 
 
The innovation in this project is principally in how an Artist Pedagogic 
framework can support the health and well being of both the young 
people and the adult participants, creating a foundation for a truly 
authentic, meaningful and mutually aspirational relationship. 
 
Myrtle have been involved in developing the Artist Pedagogue framework 
with the NCB / the Institute of Education and have collaborated with them 
to deliver training at national level. 
 
The teachers’ participation with the students in creating the project and 
the mutual trust and respect that was engendered through that creative 
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relationship has redefined learning opportunities for the school in the 
future. 
 
The project has given the legacy of a model for PSHE delivery in schools 
in the future. Senior lecturers from the University of the West of England 
(UWE) have on the basis of observing the project, committed to further 
research of how drama can be used in similar settings to explore 
partnership violence. 
 
The performance brought together a comprehensive cross section of key 
professionals working in Children’s Services. It is often very difficult to 
encourage and foster inter-agency cooperation and collaboration. 
 
We offered the highest level of artistry as a resource to the young 
participants; that no creative aspiration should be unachievable or 
dismissed if it is approached with commitment, passion and ingenuity. 
 
Participation 
 
The number of participants involved in the project were: 
Training session with teaching staff at The Meriton     8 
Actor/Theatre Makers at training day       11 
Director at training day         1 
Young Theatre Makers at training day       5 
Project Manager at training day        1 
Actor/Theatre Makers at each direct delivery day     12 
Director at each direct delivery day       1 
Young Theatre Makers at each direct delivery day     5 
Project Manager at direct delivery days      1 
Stage Manager/Technician at direct delivery days     2 
Students at each direct delivery day       22 
Teaching staff at each direct delivery day      11 
Audience invited to the performance              120 
Actual audience at the performance       90 
 
All of the participants – the Meriton students, the teachers, the Young 
Theatre Makers, the Actor / Theatre Makers, the Designer, the Writer, the 
Choreographer, the Stage Manager, the film and camera operators – were 
involved in adapting and creating the script and additional content, 
rehearsing, directing and designing and making the set and costume for 
the piece of multi-media theatre and in performing it through theatre, 
dance, music and film to the invited audience. 
 
Outcomes 
 
The project was thoroughly evaluated and was found to have had an 
extremely positive impact on all the participants and audience alike. The 
artists involved in the project spent the Friday of the delivery week 
reflecting on the learning and evaluating the project. We used creative 
methods to reflect on the project.  
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Moments that were reflected upon included: 
 
‘Working with a girl who eventually unfolded her arms – released herself 
during the dance’ 
 
‘The excitement during the rehearsal – how much they wanted to give and 
say’ 
 
‘Seeing the girls recognise the script. Physically listening. The mixture of 
teachers and the girls. They all played together. Being surrounded by a lot 
of young women who are mothers. We became ‘gentle’ men.’ 
 
‘Saying they weren’t going to show anything – and then doing it’ 
 
‘How the end of the piece shows a way for them to be alright’ 
 
In addition the actor / theatre makers and young theatre makers were 
given evaluation sheets to complete. Here is a sample of their responses: 
 
How useful were the initial training sessions? 
 
‘They were vital – placed theory into practice’ 
 
‘Vital. Having someone from Community Resolve giving background 
information was extremely useful’ 
 
Do you feel equipped to work with young people in difficult 
circumstances? 
 
‘Each piece of training or witnessing of best practice can only improve 
your judgement and knowledge of children’s needs’ 
 
Comment on how you found the practice of social pedagogy? 
 
‘I thought it was magnificent, making one person encompass all facets of 
a child’s needs.’ 
 
Myrtle Theatre Company met with the Head Teacher and key staff of The 
Meriton the following week to reflect and evaluate with them. 
 
‘An inspiring experience, everyone excelled themselves. A story that 
needs sharing’ 
 
 ‘Having the boys (young theatre makers) was such a positive – they were 
lovely’ 
 
‘All girls experience some form of domestic violence – use of Catherine’s 
story not personalised but real’ 
 
Each of the student participants was given an Evaluation Form of which 
twelve were completed. 
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‘Allowed me to deal with my own emotions’ 
 
‘Wanted to come back today’ 
 
‘Enjoyed the professionals’ performance, felt I could achieve it myself’ 
 
‘If I wanted to say something I could, I felt like everyone was listening – I 
wasn’t ignored’ 
 
‘Proud and happy’ 
 
The audience were invited to write their responses on an open heart. 
 
‘A powerful and great performance’ 
 
‘Moving and emotional’ 
 
‘Powerful, inspirational, unifying, humbling, made something positive out 
of a negative’ 
 
The qualitative data collected from all the participants and audience was 
collated and placed against the quantitative data that had been collated 
during the delivery and training. 
 
Learning 
 
The students’ lack of self-esteem will always impact on their confidence 
and shape their behaviour. Active learning and activities perceived as 
meaningful are imperative for the student participants to maintain 
concentration and focus. Creative tasks that require repetitive practice are 
challenging for the student participants and may require successive 
adaptation.  
 
If trust is not maintained and the student participant feels threatened or 
disregarded they will revert to their own default behaviours. This leads to 
cascading behavioural mimicry from some participants. Equally if the 
content of the explored material is close and personal to the student it will 
affect them emotionally and may lead to disclosures which should be 
heard and responded to with sensitivity and discretion.  
 
Other challenges related to the abbreviated length of our contact time 
with the students due to child care considerations. This particular need to 
maintain contact out of the activity opened up the issue of how and when 
it is appropriate to be using a mobile phone either to receive calls or to 
engage in texting. This also was a reflection that many young women are 
controlled by their male partners through their constant access to them 
through mobile phone communication. 
 
In the future Myrtle would budget to provide lunch, thus modelling a 
balanced and healthy diet. The type of food and the manner in which it is 
often offered and consumed has such an impact on collective behaviour 
and group dynamic. 
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Critical success factors 
 
The participants were extremely positive about the experience and it was 
clearly evident how the exploration of the content and the methodology 
with which it was creatively achieved had impacted on their behaviours, 
the confidence and expression of their social interaction and the trust in 
cross gender relationships. 
 
The role modelling by the young male theatre makers involved in the 
project was identified as a significant catalyst for visualising and 
understanding a positive and healthy relationship. 
 
The planning and delivery of the project was successful because a 
significant amount of time was afforded pre-delivery to prepare and train 
the artist pedagogues and there was ongoing time for reflection and 
adaptation of delivery. 
 
Creating space for everyone to reflect brought a calmness and palpable 
collectivity. The student participants related completely to the play 
because the research and understanding was authentic and accurate. 
Having a piece of written material that was relevant to them enabled the 
students to explore their own experiences through the characters and 
scenarios in the play, rather than to improvise a devised piece which may 
have required them to disclose personal experiences. 
 
The project has led to the successful development of ‘A Letter to That’s 
Life!’ into a full production for a pilot tour of performances and interactive 
workshops to six secondary schools in Bristol in March, 2012. The 
production included two professional actors, two young male student 
actors, plus five students from The Meriton, recognising the inclusion of 
peer actors increases the engagement of student audiences. 
 
Funding and Resources 
 
The commission for the project came from The Meriton and amounted to 
£6,500. Myrtle identified that with further funding additional artists could 
be engaged and trained as artist pedagogues, and the final showing could 
have full technical support and enhanced production values. A successful 
application for an additional £4,800 to the Arts Council was made through 
Grants for the Arts. 
 
The script was kindly donated to the project by the writer, and project 
management was provided in kind by Myrtle Theatre Company. 
 


