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Abstract 

There is a crisis in traditional Conservatoire Actor Training. Large-scale bad press 
about institutional racism, sexism, harassment and ablism is creating a new 
market for smaller more bespoke training programmes with individual identity 
placed at their heart. The impact of contemporary digital culture means that it is 
no longer necessary for actors to go to the ‘big name’ institutions of the past: 
aspiring actors can make their own work, and train themselves with readily 
accessible masterclasses and technology; market themselves on social media, 
create their own platforms on YouTube and access massive audiences. In this 
keynote I call for trainers to ‘lean in’ to their precarity by questioning their 
positionality, their own training, their bias and their politics. I utilise two case 
studies of students I have trained to antagonise some of the hierarchical systems 
that disempowered particular students. I argue that through a practice of critical 
reflection and radical mentorship, teachers and trainers might begin to 
reformulate training in the image of their students. By placing a care-driven 
pedagogy at the heart of our work, we might reawaken training, inspire new 
communities to work with us and focus on the sustained wellbeing of all the 
actors who wish to train.  
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We are facing a particular crisis in Drama schools in the UK that is representative of a 
wider crisis in actor training in the West. That crisis is not from a lack of desire for 
young people to enter the profession, but because the industry we are training for, and 
the students who enter this training are changing. There is an increasingly industry-led 
demand for diversity to be represented when casting in film, TV and on stage. It could 
be argued that students of colour, trans and non-binary students and disabled students 
are being marginalised within the system that educates them. 
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The Hemley survey in the UK from 2018 notes that ‘of the 600 drama, music and dance 
students surveyed… more than half 51% had experienced inappropriate behaviour, 
sexual harassment or bullying. Nearly two thirds (73%) of those who experienced some 
sort of incident identified as female, and… (42%) revealed the perpetrator had been a 
member of staff’. More than two thirds (67%) of respondents to The Stage’s survey who 
had experienced inappropriate behaviour did not report it. At the 21st Century Actor 
Training: Race and Inclusive Practice conference held at Shakespeare’s Globe in 2019, 
this theme brought out stories of epistemological racism, racist bulling and micro-
aggressions experienced by recent graduates from drama schools. The stories from 
industry are similarly compelling.  

Staff at drama schools need to wake up to the diversity they have in front of them, and 
question the powerful narratives that have traditionally been at the core of training 
practices. We need to really wrestle, reflect and listen to our conscience in order to 
create effective programmes to train all students for what Anne Bogart would call the 
‘muscularity’ that is needed within the creative industries (2019) and challenge racism, 
sexism, homophobia, ablism and sexual harassment as it arises. 

Most actor trainers (myself included) were taught to teach by apprenticing to a Method 
and/or a Master-teacher and there is currency in the trainers’ ability to articulate their 
lineage directly. Depending upon the form or approach, there is rarely a culture of 
interrogating pedagogy and therefore I wonder how that might be playing into the crisis 
we are experiencing. Moreover, as Amy Steiger (2019) and Rosemary Malague (2012) 
articulate many of the key theorists and theories are built on exclusionary, and often 
supremicist, patriarchal premises. Steiger continues that ‘presenting these texts 
uncritically reinforces systemic racism and patriarchy’ (2019:np). As King and Akua 
urge us, there is a need for criticality when we train actors.  

unquestioningly accepting the status quo… which is identified as an 
outcome of miseducation, prevents teachers… from questioning the 
existing…order and leaves no room for them to imagine practical 
possibilities for social change or their role as change agents. (King and 
Akua, 2012: 14) 

Dialogue and destabilisation is foundational to my research and practice as Course 
Leader of the MA/MFA in Actor Training and Coaching (ATC) at the Royal Central 
School of Speech and Drama (Central). On the programme we introduce students to 
two distinct elements that we call Approaches to Acting, and Pedagogies in Actor 
Training. I lead the Unit on Pedagogy. In approaches to acting we question the methods 
used to create affective and effective practices on stage and screen. In Pedagogies we 
question how the way we teach impacts upon the learning of the student actors in the 
room.  

A key process that is at the heart of my pedagogical work is conflictual consensus; 
based on the work of political theorist Chantal Mouffe who argues that ‘democracy 
demands conflictual consensus: consensus on the ethico-political values of liberty and 
equality for all, dissent about its interpretation’ (2005: 5). On the pedagogy unit I lead, 
I ask students to interpret their own vision of liberty and equality, to reflect upon their 
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position, and how the power that this position affords them might be used to create a 
different society. So this paper is a provocation. It asks you, the reader, to consider your 
ideology, and wrestle with the way we as teachers of acting, might begin to embed 
practices of egalitarianism into our work through robust cycles of critical reflection on 
power and through a process of reframing vulnerability.  

Last year, on placement2 at a prominent drama school in London one of the ATC 
students, who I am going to call Gareth, was put in a difficult position before he had 
even started the work. He has given me permission to share this; wanting to raise the 
issue of racial bias to a wider audience, but I have changed his name. Gareth had been 
contracted to direct a second year production of a verbatim text that is written in 
accent, and captures the experience numerous diasporic communities within London. 
He came to me in emotional distress having been sent a copy of the text, and a list of 
the students in the group along with their racial and ethnic profile in order to facilitate 
his casting decisions prior to the first rehearsal.  

“This is all so wrong” he stated. “How dare I reduce actors to their ‘race’ before I have 
even met them? What does that teach them about the industry? How does that 
introduce them to me? How can I move on from this?”  

Six months earlier Gareth might not have come to me with this question in quite such 
an emotional way. A highly accomplished screen and theatre actor, he was working in 
drama schools employing the techniques that he had learnt when he was at Drama 
school in the early 90s; and utilising his experiences in the industry to support the 
curriculum. I would argue that Gareth is representative of many acting teachers, and 
certainly many of the students on the ATC programme. He is a passionate and 
successful actor wanting to stabilise his income and create a better work-life balance. 

Through the course of the programme I introduced all the students systematically to a 
version of this Venn diagram (above): which I utilise to frame the whole discourse 
within the MA in Actor Training and Coaching. On the programme we talk about the 
complex interrelated elements of the Political, Structural and Positional that we 
powerfully embody when working as teacher-directors within Drama schools. As Mark 
Seton articulates: 

Students of acting and their teachers profoundly form each other and are 
formed by each other, through their embodied interactions, within the 
institutional processes of actor training. Yet this embodied formation 
requires appropriate and sustainable ethical training practices. (2010, 1)  

 

 
2 Students go on placement as a valuable part of the programme. They are invited to perform a ‘role’ 
within a course at a drama school, either as observer, co-facilitator, assistant director, trainer or in this 
case director of a public production. They are assessed on this project as part of the programme. For 
more details see the Course Specification: https://www.cssd.ac.uk/ma-actor-training-coaching 

https://www.cssd.ac.uk/ma-actor-training-coaching
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Figure 1. Structures of Training 

On the MA/MFA we support the student-pedagogues to encounter Critical Reflection 
and Critical Pedagogy. We begin with the political and structural work of Karl Marx and 
Michel Foucault, work through the critical pedagogies of Paulo Freire, Jacques 
Ranciére and bell hooks3; learning theories from Vygotsky, Bruner, Montessori, and 
onwards to considering the work of Nicola Rollock and Sarah Ahmed on Critical Race 
Theory in relation to Institutional Racism/classism/ sexism and ablism; We frame the 
whole unit and most of the masters on the question of ‘How does your positionality 
bias your epistemology?’ by David Takacs.  

I enjoy giving this reading to students in the first week of the course (and I would like to 
acknowledge that it was a student who introduced me to it in the first place). Primarily, 
I enjoy the new students’ terror at the title that David Takacs uses as a provocation and 
articulation of his argument and the useful way that this terror dissipates as they begin 
to read. The article is a warm and easy read (despite the title) in which Takacs talks 
through the way he works with a diverse cohort of Law students to demonstrate that a) 
the law is not objective b) the law does not apply equally to every person within the 
social justice system and c) how conversations about positionality can create a 
compassionate community of students who value each others’ unique knowledge as a 
lens through which to test their understanding of the ‘truth’. Takacs suggests that the 
language of the law itself reinforces marginalisation of certain peoples and that this 
language, is used as a strategy in order to relegate students to a subordinate position 
within the field. In my classes I relate the language of the law to the language of 
academia and to acting apostology. Michelle Fine (1994) would call this the ‘uppity’ 
voice favoured by the hegemonic system because it reinforces the dominant and current 
system that favours specific types of people within academia.  

 
3 The author and academic bell hooks resists capitalization of her name in order to reveal the way that 
power proliferates around the ‘authority’ of grammar, naming and words on a page. She wants us to 
deconstruct the way that a person is ‘known’ through name and the way that capitalization may support 
an epistemological hierarchy that may marginalize people. 
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David Takac’s article destabilises the student-pedagogues in a useful way. It reminds 
them that academia and teaching are performances of something; and that they can 
become more conscious of it, and therefore begin to understand their relationship to 
the discourses of power that they hadn’t previously perceived in order to accept and to 
change the system. Challenging a student teacher’s ‘positionality’ allows them to 
question what they have always taken for granted about who can teach, and what they 
teach. Once students have been introduced to the concept of a politics of discourse in 
this way, they begin to change the way that they think about teaching as an act of 
power. The article, alongside most of the reading I advise on the course, gives students 
space to critically engage with their practice in solidarity with one another, 
acknowledging the value that their inherent differences bring to the work. This is the 
first stage when working to create conflicted consensus. 

Together, in a tutorial, Gareth and I worked through the problem directly utilising the 
theories that were useful to us. We worked together to support his practice, accomplices 
to the shared pursuit of equality. Notice how I am using the term ‘we’ here. It is vital to 
point out that I did not tell Gareth what to do. I did not do what my friend and 
colleague Sylvan Baker calls ‘teachersplaining’ (2019).4 Instead I asked Gareth: “What 
is making you angry? Why is that a problem? What are you scared of? And I also asked 
‘why is this a particular problem for you?” We critically engaged with the situation 
directly through reflecting on theory; we used some of our brothers of political thought, 
and sisters of intersectional feminism. 

We turned to Karl Marx’s work in order to frame the question of what it as stake for the 
school and the government within the interaction. We turned to a generalised 
understanding of the post-structuralist Michel Foucault in order to think through the 
way that power might be used to stop students from questioning the system in which 
they are oppressed. After Brazilian pedagogue Paulo Freire we reflected upon how 
aware the students are of the position that they are in, and began to think about how 
dialogue might bring about useful engagement with their emancipation from the 
system. The work of intersectional feminist bell hooks provokes us to reflect upon how 
classroom rules may function to uphold a racist and patriarchal hegemonic system. 
Chantal Mouffe reminds us that we can change the way that we perform politics 
directly through use of ‘agonistic pluralism’ to create a better sense of the different 
experiences and knowledges that are present within the room. Nicola Rollock reminds 
us that our position of power, and of epistemology may create particular discourses 
surrounding race. And Prachi Srivastava suggests that an intersectional vision of 
protected characteristics i.e. the way that race and class might work against one 
another – may afford the researcher or teacher to ‘grey’ their position directly and 
usefully.  

 
4 Baker is riffing on the notion of ‘mansplaining’ and ‘whitesplaining’. These two terms are rife within 
intersectional feminism and articulate the massive tension when a privileged person tries to explain to a 
person with protected characteristics how they should act or feel about their marginalisation. It is a 
similar term to that used by Jacques Ranciere, when he calls certain teachers Master Explicators. For 
Ranciere a Master explicator renders the student stupid ‘all the student learns in this dynamic is their 
own ignorance’ (1992: 13).  
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Each one of these theories would be useful lenses for Gareth to utilise when he was 
reflecting upon his work and practice through conventionally academic modes. Each 
lens gives us access to different, and sometimes conflicting methods to approaches to 
rehearsal/training room pedagogy. But what they are all mindful of, is the impossibility 
of relinquishing the power of our position as pedagogue practitioners in relation to 
practicing equality.  

For as Jacques Ranciére reminds us:  

What matters is not that we are committed to equality, democracy and 
emancipation, but how we are committed to these concepts and how we 
express and articulate this commitment. (Emphasis in original. Ranciére 
in Bingham and Biesta 2010:57)  

Talking through the problem with Gareth, airing it directly, robustly considering the 
laminations of power within his position, and within his embodied privilege as male, 
white, older, cis gendered, straight and articulate – not in order to vilify these 
characteristics, but to properly acknowledge their power. We were able to find a sense 
of the space the students might be placed in if he followed the role directly as expected 
within the contract of his placement. Gareth then took the brave decision to expose his 
vulnerability; his not knowing; in order to raise consciousness (or “conscentization” as 
the radical pedagogue Paulo Freire would call it) and begin to create dialogue and 
potentially invite agency back into the hands of the students.  

I was deeply privileged to watch an hour of his first day of rehearsals. As part of the 
assessment process, students on the MA are observed for an hour on placement at a 
time of their choosing. Gareth invited me in at the most significant moment of the work 
in order to gain my mentorship. I arrived after lunch. The group had read the play in 
the morning. They had looked at the text, read it aloud and been told that the afternoon 
would involve a discussion. They arrived at the session in disarray. All the black 
students were clustered together and one of the young men was clearly very angry. The 
students were looking at Gareth as if he were a threat, and there was tangible 
nervousness. A few of the white students looked baffled at their colleague’s anger. But 
the mixed-race students, students of Asian heritage and international students were all 
looking troubled. The material had landed like a cultural bomb in the room.  

Over the next hour Gareth supported the students through a tense and politically 
sensitive discussion of the text. He began with a destabilisation of the pedagogical space 
in a direct an incisive manner. He stated: 

“I know that you all have strong opinions about this text. I do too. I am fucking troubled 
by it. But I want to hear what you see as the problems we face as an ensemble”. He 
continued with “I want to spend the next hour really wrestling with what the fuck we 
are going to do before we present this in three weeks’ time”. 

He broke the group into small clusters for discussion on the subject matter. Again, this 
threw him into a tense moment in terms of recognising diversity. He started by 
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counting people out as group 1, group 2 – attempting to create mixed groups. The 
students looked confused 

“Can you see what I’m trying to do?” he asked.  

“No” they responded with blank faces.  

“Oh shit. I’m a white working class actor from Wales guys, and I have never talked 
about this stuff before and it’s important – but now I’m going to have to name it.” His 
whole body ached with the discomfort and the group began to giggle. “I don’t want all 
the white people together. Can you put yourselves in mixed groups please?”  

Gareth did what Brené Brown would call ‘rumbling with vulnerability’. Whilst also 
(after Prachi Srivastava) he ‘greyed’ his positionality directly, speaking of his colour, his 
heritage and his class. Brown’s practice is useful in the way it articulates the complex 
relationship between power, shame, positionality, habitual cycles of dealing with fear, 
and building processes of honesty and trust that comes from conflict. She addresses 
precisely the same issues that Sara Ahmed talks about in The Cultural Politics of 
Emotion. That fear stops genuine dialogue and creates anger, which further reinforces 
cultures of ‘them and us’. Brown and Ahmed emphasise that caring, or being perceived 
as passionate – is not only gendered as feminine, but also seen as an ineffective 
management strategy.  

Gareth did not over-share the situation he was in - that is not what constitutes 
vulnerability for Brown. He didn’t express his nervousness and potential fear of being 
or being perceived as racist – that would be over-sharing. But what he did was shift the 
conversation into a directly self-reflexive mode by modelling it with the group. He also 
modelled a ‘fuck the system’ approach when he said he was conflicted, and when he 
admitted profanity5, openness, dialogue and ignorance as a destabilising mechanism 
within the space.  

According to Brown a rumble is a wrestle, like an old-fashioned fight. In which leaders 
reveal themselves and run the risk of being called out as ‘stupid’ or shamed by their 
inability to handle the conversation, discussion or potential argument that might 
emerge. Brown talks about this practice requiring bravery and most particularly, 
emotional literacy.  

In the session I saw the angry young black man, and the privileged white man with the 
RP voice sit together with two women of mixed heritage. In the beginning of the 
discussion, the white man talked and talked; he was angry about the play, he had read 
all the newspapers about the events depicted in the text. He thought that the play was 
giving airtime to criminals. Gareth stood on the periphery of the group with a 
beautifully open, and tactfully alert presence until the first speaker had blown himself 
out. After thanking him, he called the black student by name, he simply asked ‘I would 
love to hear your perspective’ – ‘I’m not sure you would’ the student sighed, Gareth 
laughed warmly ‘oh now, now I really want to know!’ and the young man spoke. He had 

 
5 For more thoughts on the uses of profanity in education see Hartley, J. (2018) and (2017).  
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been involved in the situation and he had a very clear reason to be angry. He recounted 
a different perspective based on his heritage and on his direct experience of the events 
depicted. He spoke at great length. During his speech – the others in his group started 
to interrupt with a ‘but…’ and Gareth’s job was to remind them it was not their turn, 
and that their job was to truly listen. To listen to how there are different experiences in 
the room and to listen without judgment and without favour. He was embodying the 
work of David Takacs, and Brené Brown as he did so. Gareth urged them to let 
themselves be educated by each other, he thanked the young man and supported him, 
“thank you for teaching me so much” he said.  

I don’t need to give you a blow-by-blow account to assure you that this was tactful and 
sensitive pedagogy at the height of ethical practice in the field. I watched the original 
speaker ‘awaken’ to some of the subjectivity of his position during the session and I 
know that his whole understanding of his epistemplogy was shifted because his posture 
changed. He generously apologised and thanked his colleague for introducing him to a 
different perspective. Moreover, the angry young man changed too. 

The session actually moved me to tears. Gareth was flabbergasted by how this 
discussion enabled the group to come together as an ensemble. After this, they 
recreated the text together, cast it together. Sometimes their casting was gender and 
racially inappropriate but their choices were always colour and gender conscious. The 
students were awakened to dramaturgical power and particularly to casting and the 
impact it has on their perceptions of society. They had a practical engagement with the 
discourses of power at stake within artistic practices, and had been powerfully 
mentored to be conscious of and to destabilise the tropes within it. They were taken to 
the diagram above directly and consciously by a practitioner who was ideologically 
positioned specifically towards equality.  

Students are in a vulnerable position when they are learning. Learning is a complex and 
layered process that generally involves fear and failure. However, failure itself is 
something that is not tolerated much within the UK education system – there is a 
rhetorical engagement with it – but also a shame associated with it. Students within 
conservatoire drama schools are particularly vulnerable to the dominance of a risk-
averse culture. They want to please their teachers, get it right, and not be perceived as 
struggling. This is partly due to the way staff in schools are responsible for not only the 
technical classes, and interim projects but are also part of the casting conversation 
when students are being showcased. Students learn not to speak up and they also learn 
not to demonstrate their struggle for fear that they will get bad castings or won’t be 
recommended for professional employment if they speak up. This is juxtaposed with 
contemporary complaint culture, those that don’t speak up are often ashamed that they 
have not. And those that do are perceived as ‘rocking the boat’ for persons with their 
characteristics, i.e. making it harder for women, making it harder for black students, 
making it harder for people with disabilities. They carry the additional burden of 
representation so that greater numbers of marginalised students are given credit, value 
and voice in the future at the school: Teachers need to recognise and destabilise this 
power.  
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Let me return to the term vulnerability for a moment. The literature on the wellbeing 
crisis for actors is numerous, and Australia is paving the way for the discussions. The 
PhD work of Susan Taylor (2016) engages with conversations about well-being at the 
heart of training; she offers us the recommendation that:  

if the programming of acting courses became more explicitly conscious of 
duty of care issues, then perhaps conservatoire training institutions might 
be encouraged to rethink their scheduling, and even their curricula. If 
incidents of ‘emotional overload’ as reported in [her] research could also 
be perceived in the light of institutional policies on duty of care, more 
specific strategies and procedures may be instrumented to ensure the 
wellbeing of both students and staff. (2016: 262) 

Taylor recognizes the interwoven reality of the actor training environment in which 
actors in training, and staff, are made unsafe if well-being is placed beneath artistic 
vision, profit or prestige in the pecking order of priorities within training institutions. 
Care is a factor in our pedagogical practice that is often under-theorised and under 
valued.  

Maxwell, Seton and Szabo’s research on wellbeing and their most recent article has 
given me much to think about. Maxwell et al assert a need for actor trainers to support 
the cooling down elements of the work in order to prepare students for off-stage life of 
an actor (2019). They articulate the strong correlation between ‘the [actors] capacity to 
make [themselves] vulnerable’, synthesised with the ‘toxic and competitive nature of 
the performing arts industry’ and ‘performance induced anxiety’ as a perfect storm to 
produce a negative pattern with alcohol and long-term mental health instability (2019: 
134). The evidence is hard to refute. They suggest that the actor’s identity is beholden to 
the whims of the performing arts industry and that this negative patterning is utilised 
and predated upon in order to create great works of art. Their conclusion is that actor 
trainers should instil good practices of cooling down into the processes of training. This 
is without doubt a significant and vital part of an approach in the conservatoire and I 
welcome the way that courses and classes are building mental health practices into 
their curriculum.  There are however, tacit tropes at stake within much training theory 
that considers the training method as primary. Alongside this, I am emphasising the 
need for a conversation about training pedagogy, the relationship between the trainer 
and the student and the aspect of care that we are charged with and that Taylor asks us 
to place at the heart of our work. 

I have been working with a young female actor who I am going to call Peni, who has 
been told that she is ‘too raw’, ‘too available’ within the training room by her teachers. 
She is also celebrated as a strong actor by her peers because she can cry on command. 
The very thing that is being used as a badge of honour and which enabled her to get 
straight through the audition, is the thing that makes it difficult for her to get through a 
tough class, or deal with criticism. My task with this student was to support her to find 
the approach to acting that she could apply that would develop her resilience and safety 
so that she could build her stamina and give her the skills to control her openness.  
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In my tutorial, I could barely get through the first questions without her crying. She had 
just failed her stage combat exam. She had failed because for the first time since the 
course was created, she had been deemed unsafe to even take part in the exam. She said 
she was ashamed, humiliated and felt powerless. So I changed tack “Do you often drop 
things? Bump into things and forget things?” I asked: on a hunch.  

“What?” She had been expecting me to help her choose a character for her up-coming 
project and to talk to her about theory. I destabilised her.  

“I saw you bump into the chair on the way in. Are you always bumping into things?” 

“Always!”. She stated. And started to cry again.  

“Do you know what dyspraxia is? Can I ask you some questions?” I took her through 
the neuroknowhow online quiz6. The online resource suggested that there was a very 
strong likelihood that Peni had dyspraxia and I sent her away to talk to our wonderful 
dyslexia and disability coordinator to find out about support.  

I began with observing the student’s positionality directly; and reflected back what I 
had observed of her. I put it within the institutional context and was able to form a 
hypothesis. 40% of the students at The Royal Central School of Speech and Drama have 
a recognised neurodiversity such as dyslexia, dyspraxia or autism and that is just the 
ones who have a diagnosis. Our Dyslexia Co-ordinator thinks the numbers are even 
higher, because there are cultural biases and financial implications to getting 
diagnosed.  

In his 2018 article Losing Sight of Land: Tales of Dyslexia and Dyspraxia in 
Psychophysical Actor Training my friend and colleague the speech and voice teacher 
Daron Oram – witnesses the struggles experienced by neurodivergent students within 
the conservatoire. He recommends that all trainers shift their model, away from seeing 
students as needing reasonable adjustments to seeing how the curriculum itself might 
be usefully shifted away from certain marginalising practices. He urges us to change 
what has gone before in order to recreate curricular for students whose sense of identity 
and self have been dehumanised because they ‘just don’t get it’ when faced with certain 
tasks.  

I suggest to the MA ATC students that they can never be too knowledgeable about 
diversity and never too busy to ‘hear’ (and by that I also mean look, see, intuit) the 
counter-narratives7 of the students in relation to the rehearsal and practice room. The 
student above was clearly struggling to manage the physical tasks within the work and 
this was one aspect that was derailing her journey through the course, and throwing her 
back into a negative cycle of shame. 

 
6 https://neuroknowhow.com/dyspraxia/ 
7 Counter narrative is a term coined by Nicola Rollock (2011 and 2014) in relation to Critical Race Theory. 
Her suggestion is that we need to look at the narratives that contradict the agreeable experiences of 
students (of predominantly white students) in order to really understand what students of colour might 
experience in institutions. These counter narratives tell the story of the 20%, the students for whom 
education means marginalization.  
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Research by Gershen Kaufman suggests that the feeling of shame motivates self-
correction. He claims that when we experience a negative reception (often in public) for 
the actions we have taken we feel shame. And we change our behaviour. Shame is 
cumulative: it deepens as we encounter more instances where we perceive ourselves as 
wrong. A cycle of shame leads people to stop participating in situations in which they 
feel ashamed. And in Peni’s experience that meant she stopped using her body to its full 
expression.  

“Answers to the questions, “who am I, and “where do I belong” are forged in the 
crucible of shame” Kaufman continues (2013: 5). Shame amplifies our experience, 
heightening sensitivity to negativity and positivity – and under the wrong conditions 
can become crippling. Shame is the affect of feeling inferior. Matthew Vess and his 
team of researchers at Montana University suggest that negative shame decrease a 
young person’s belief in the possibility of change (2014). The more someone feels 
ashamed, the more they lose the sense of their own agency and power within a 
hegemonic system. This understanding leads me to recognise that Peni’s experiences 
were closing down her ability to participate, and were stopping her from understanding 
the value of her own physical potential and knowledge.  

Peni set herself the challenge of developing core strength and we chose the Suzuki 
method because of its relationship to failure. Students really struggle with their 
positionality when working with Suzuki method. As one of my colleagues asked: “Are 
you setting her up to fail?”  

I responded with: “yes. Gloriously. And we are enjoying every minute of it”. Because 
Suzuki is a life practice it is setting Peni up to never succeed, there is no shame attached 
to her failure. We differentiated between the approach to acting (Suzuki) and the 
approach to pedagogy (kindness, attention, support, joy).  

I also spoke to the student about her tears. “Why do you cry? What’s going on for you 
when you cry?” I asked.  

Her reply was simple: “I don’t want to prove her right?”  

“Who?” 

“My Mum” 

“About what?”  

“She says that I am too fragile for the industry…”  

The metaphor of toxicity is at the heart of many debates in wellbeing. The notion that 
we are training students for a toxic industry is pervasive. It similarly permeates 
discourses on inclusion and reinscribes students and marginalised peoples as what 
Frank Furedi would call ‘inevitably vulnerable’ (2006: 32). My pedagogic practice 
forces me to look further and deeper into narratives of toxicity. Exploring the way that 
these tropes have labelled elements of society, masculinity being the obvious one, as 
toxic.  
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Frank Furedi’s argument, is that this whole premise renders anyone without these toxic 
characteristics as vulnerable. Moreover, he states that the presumption that a whole 
industry, or a whole gender, are toxic ensures that the toxic practices are not 
questioned. The part of society rendered ‘toxic’ feels angry and dispirited, further 
binarising and distancing people from each other. Both those in control and those 
rendered vulnerable or ashamed are put back to their ‘proper’ place; thereby favouring 
only the hegemony. 

The student had internalised this narrative of herself directly. She spoke about having 
repeatedly failed to get into drama school – and how her mother had often told her she 
was too fragile for the industry. Each time she failed, this narrative was further eroding 
her sense of strength and purpose but still she came back. I have never seen such 
resilience and I admire her greatly.  

Through the course of our work together, this student and I reframed the narrative. 
Within 3 months she was comfortable being physical on stage, and most essentially she 
was comfortable failing to complete a Suzuki exercise in public. We made what Eve 
Sedgwick would call a ‘reparative reading’ of the situation favouring the student’s 
subtlety and self-awareness. Peni created a self-conscious engagement with strength in 
order to reveal its power for her identity, and her ability to choose a path, through joy 
rather than shame.  

Each student demands that we work for their difference to be understood and valued. 
The rhetoric of her being too fragile for the toxic industry rendered Peni vulnerable, 
ashamed and lacking in any agency to change her situation.  

Our job as actor trainers is to investigate each student to consciously position them as a 
subject within a system that can either work towards their strength or to work towards 
an ongoing and self-flagellating practice. Our process in pedagogy demands that we 
consciously engage with our position, the institution we work in, the power we have 
and the learning of the student. It also demands that we care.  

In this paper, and in my work, I have exemplified some of the massive themes at stake 
for us within actor training. On a microscopic level, I have thought about the nature of 
our approaches to acting, and to pedagogy and how they might serve a hegemonic 
system that is currently racist, ableist, patriarchal and capitalist, and perpetuate an 
industry that might be considered toxic. I have reframed these narratives as practices of 
dialogue, strength, courage and scripted vulnerability.  

I want to leave you with a question. How does your positionality change your 
epistemology?  

And I want to talk about the legacy we have when training actors, and beyond to 
thinking about what we might like to see within the field in future. In order to serve the 
students of the future we must place onus upon ourselves to mentor new teachers who 
are outside our own positionality. Studies show that most mentors work within their 
own demographic (Murrelll and Blake-Beard, 2017) So typically I would be mentoring 
white aspirational working-class women to apprentice the roles that I have been 
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privileged to have. How are we ensuring that this changes? What systems are we 
putting in place to train the black and disabled teachers of the future? It is my hope that 
in inviting these questions, in ten years’ time we will be having a very different 
conversation. How might actor trainers weather a crisis, by inviting new people to the 
conversation, creating a community that critically engage with our positionality, listens 
to the counter narratives of people who are not like us, and engage with conscious 
conflicts in order to recreate the field in a different image? How might we support each 
other to fuck with the hegemonic system, fail, laugh and go back to work again 
tomorrow? 
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